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ABSTRACT 
This thesis chronicles the rise and fall of the EC (Entertaining Comics) 
group in the period 1950-1956. Its purpose is to determine, through a study of 
primary and secondary sources, to what extent the 1954 congressional inquiries 
concerning the harmful effects of comic books were the culmination of a series of 
personal and political vendettas against EC's publisher William Gaines, and to 
what extent these inquiries were part of a broad-based cultural crusade in which a 
perceived slippage of cultural values was counteracted by an imposition of 
regulatory strictures. 
To illustrate this argument, this study also chronicles relevant aspects of 
the political and business culture in the United States. It will be demonstrated that 
these developments occurred less as a result of McCarthyism and more as a result 
of a specific cultural crusade that arose after World War Two and during the Cold 
War. The researcher demonstrates that EC's influence led indirectly to the 
imposition of regulatory strictures upon comic book content, as well as to the rise 
of a new, almost unprecedented form of subversive comic book literature, known 
as underground comics, in the late 1960s and early 1970s. 
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One of the most telling commentaries on the McCarthy era was written by 
cartoonist Harvey Kurtzman, drawn by Wally Wood, and appeared in a ten-cent comic 
book. It was a parody of former Disney artist Walt Kelly's comic strip "Pogo," first 
syndicated in 1949. The story was titled "Gopo Gossum," and appeared in Mad 23 (May 
1955). In the story, after a hydrogen bomb destroys the swamp as a result of internecine 
feuding, the sole survivor reproaches a crowd of Disney characters for having encouraged 
the swamp folk to get involved in politics. "Learn politics and join a party? Mercy no," 
says Mickey Mouse. "That's the kiss of death!" Goofy adds, "We told [them] to learn 
parlor-tricks and join a party!" 1 
This study chronicles the rise and fall of the EC (Entertaining Comics) group in 
the period 1950-1956. Its purpose is to determine, through a study of primary and 
secondary sources, to what extent the 1954 congressional inquiries concerning the 
harmful effects of comic books were the culmination of a series of personal and political 
vendettas against EC's publisher William Gaines (and his editors Harvey Kurtzman and 
Al Feldstein), and to what extent these inquiries were simply part of a broad-based 
cultural crusade in which a perceived slippage of cultural values was counteracted by an 
imposition ofregulatory strictures. The themes ofrebellion versus reaction, and liberty 
versus order, resound throughout American history. 2 Clearly, such cultural debates are 
1 Reprinted in Mad Volume 4, (West Plains, MO: Russ Cochran, Publisher), 1987. 
2 I do not mean to imply that this phenomenon is a distinctively American one. Daniel Bell has 
stated that, "In the history of society, particularly of Western Society, there has always been a dialectic of 
release and restraint." See Daniel Bell, The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism (New York: Basic 
Books, 1976), 19. 
simply one manifestation of this principle. I propose to give an account of the origins of 
this debate, and in what way it became a part of this cultural crusade, as background to 
this narrative. 
2 
EC's collapse, following the imposition of the Code of the Comics Magazine 
Association of America (CCMA), also known as the Comics Code Authority (CCA), 
played a significant role in the taming of the comic book medium. 3 The collapse of this 
successful comic-book company is significant in part because its initial attempt to alter 
the nature of comic book content was to have a lasting influence upon a new generation 
of comic-book writers and artists. This influence was to have profound cultural 
consequences in the late 1960s and early 1970s with the rise of a new, almost 
unprecedented form of subversive comic book literature known as underground comics. 
These "commix," with their hedonistic focus on topics such as sexuality, political 
radicalism, and drugs, defied the strictures of the Comics Code put in place to regulate 
such content; mainstream publishers such as Marvel followed suit, and this development 
led, in 1971 and 1989, to an easing of the Code's restrictions. 4 In my penultimate chapter, 
therefore, I will concentrate on the aftermath of the dismantling of the EC empire and the 
consequences for the industry. Financially, these consequences involved the rise of the 
3 Fred Von Bemewitz, and Grant Geissman. Tales of Terror! The Complete Compendium of All 
the Incredible Old EC Comics, Including Tales From the Crypt, Mad and Weird Science. (Seattle, WA: 
Fantagraphics Books/Gemstone Publishing, 2000), 94-5; Hubert Crawford, Crawford's Encyclopedia of 
Comic Books. (Middle Village, NY: Jornathan David Publisher's, Inc., 1978), 432. 
4 In 1971 one major publisher, Marvel published three issues of Spider-Man which dealt with the 
perils of drugs, without the approval of the Comics Code or its seal, and shortly afterwards the Code was 
amended. Steve Duin and Mike Richardson, Comics Between the Panels (Milwaukie, OR: Dark Horse 
Comics, Inc., 1998), 93. By 1989, the predominance of the direct marketing system for comic made 
another overhaul of the Comics Code necessary. See Amy Kiste Nyberg, Seal of Approval: The History of 
the Comics Code (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1998), 145-151. By 2002 Marvel, had replaced 
the seal with its own ratings system. 
3 
big two (Marvel and DC). Culturally, they resulted in the underground 'comix' revolution, 
the "direct market" system of selling comic books, the creators' rights movement, and the 
fragmentation of the market from the 1980s to the present day. By the mid-1980s, it was 
again possible for American comic book writers and artists to publish "ground-level" 
titles, neither mainstream nor "underground," which addressed many of the same 
concerns as EC had some thirty years previously. 5 To this extent, at least, in the field of 
commercial graphic arts EC's 1950s output remains a standard that continues to define 
the cutting edge of the medium. 6 
This study also proposes to chronicle those aspects of the political and business 
culture in the United States, particularly during the period 1950-1954, which led to the 
embrace of the crime and horror genres in comic books--particularly those of the EC 
line--and the subsequent reaction against, and condemnation of these forms, which led to 
the imposition of censorship by the Comics Code and the dismantling of the EC 
publishing group. It will be demonstrated that these developments occurred, less as a 
result of McCarthyism and more as a result of a specific cultural crusade that arose after 
World War Two and during the Cold War. The causes and logic of this anti-comics 
crusade were complex, and the consequences of this crusade were deeply felt in the arena 
of popular culture for a generation and more. To tell this story, I will discuss some of the 
5 The term "ground-level," which is no longer widely used, was originated in 1974 by 
Star*Reach publisher Mike Friedrich, and was "originally ... intended to denote overground genres being 
explored with an underground sensibility." See Roger Sabin, Adult Comics: An Introduction (New York: 
Routledge, 1993), 270. In the 1970s and 1980s, independent publishers such as Pacific, First, Eclipse, 
Fantagraphics, Dark Horse, and others were successful enough to inspire both DC (Vertigo) and Marvel 
(MAX) to also publish comic books intended for mature audiences. 
6 According to comics historian Jim Steranko, in regard to Wally Wood's work on EC's Science 
Fiction titles, "No one has yet to do it better." Reed Crandall's "heroic anatomy .. .informed the work of 
others for decades to come." Alex Toth "raised the creative bar as high as anyone in [the comic book's] 70 
year history." See his "Ten Comics That Rocked the World" in Jerry Weist, 100 Greatest Comic Books: 
An Appreciation of the Comics and Their Stories (Atlanta, GA: Whitman, 2004), 7-9. 
historical factors that may have contributed to the rise, decline and fall of EC. These will 
include the history of the development, in the United States, of children's literature, pulp 
literature, the comic strip, and particularly the comic book, with a focus on the 
development of various genres within that medium. 
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Past studies have focused on the implementation of the Comics Code, the chilling 
effect of McCarthyism in general, and the cultural atmosphere of the period 1950-1956. 
Brief articles, interviews, and biographical passages have also mentioned the career of 
Dr. Fredric Wertham and the story of the rise and fall of the EC publishing empire within 
the context of the period. No one monograph treats in any significant detail, within its 
historical context, the cultural, business and political reasons behind the rise and fall of 
EC. 
It is desirable to discuss this topic, and, in doing so, to mention the themes of 
reaction and rebellion running though popular culture in general, and the American comic 
strip and comic book in particular, because, of all the mass media of the day, certain 
comic strips and comic books were those media by which the sensibility of an individual 
artist could reach the largest audience. The writers of dime or pulp fiction-so named for 
the cheap paper on which it was printed-"complied with publishers' directives .... [and] 
contributed to a system of mass production which left them no room for the usual 
authorial decisions or opportunities for original creation.'' 7 Radio programs, motion 
pictures, and, later, television programs, were largely collaborative efforts; on the other 
hand, literary works such as novels and magazine fiction, which appealed to various 
social strata, were marketed to a literate audience with the education and leisure time to 
7 Christine.Bold, "The Voice of the Fiction Factory in Dime and Pulp Westerns." Journal of 
American Studies 17, no. 1, (April 1983) : 29-46. 
devote to more serious pursuits. 8 However, because in many cases they are, at least 
initially, the invention of one or two individuals, the largely disposable commercial 
entertainments to be found in the comic strip, and in the periodicals known as comic 
books, were, in many cases, products produced by individuals and marketed directly to a 
mass audience. 9 
5 
I propose that by examining the pictorial and textual content of these humorous, 
sentimental, parodic and adventure-oriented offerings, the would-be anthropologist of 
popular culture can frequently gauge the covert, unspoken presumptions and 
preoccupations of the Americans who consumed them. If anything, comic strips and 
comic books may be closer to the surface than other art forms, since they appear, in the 
words of Hegel, to meet the condition in which "self-consciousness itself externalizes 
itself. .. it establishes itself as an object, or, by reason of the indivisible unity 
characterizing its self-existence, sets up the object as its self." 10 It is not absurd to claim 
that the avowedly popular forms of the comic strip and the comic book may transmit, not 
only explicit messages, but also certain implicit worldviews hidden even to their creators 
8 Pierre Bourdieu has a great deal to say about how the acquirement of what he calls 
"educational capital" is an earmark of any social class which has either the aspiration or the leisure 
time to devote to pursuits such as the study of difficult texts. See his Distinction: A Social Critique 
of the Judgement of Taste (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1984). For a useful 
differentiation between the "study" of canonical fiction and the "thick" reading of popular (genre) 
fiction, see Thomas J. Roberts, An Aesthetics ofJunk Fiction (Athens: University of Georgia 
Press, 1990), passim. 
9 However, "From the very beginning of the comics trade, artists and writers labored under 'work 
for hire' contracts that gave publishers ownership of the characters and trademarks and full control over 
any ancillary uses and income derived from them." See Brian Doherty, "Comics Tragedy," Reason 33 no. 
1 (May 2001): 49. Furthermore, many comic strip artists and comic book companies used an "assembly 
line" approach to production, in which various tasks were assigned to specialists who were paid a piece rate 
per finished page. See James Steranko, The Steranko History of Comics 2 (Reading, PA.: Supergraphics, 
1972), 33-4. 
1° Cited in David Carrier, The Aesthetics of Comics (University Park: Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 2000), 122. 
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and promulgators. Much the same might be said for a mass medium such as newspapers; 
many adults in the early part of the 20th century read and utilized these as a source of 
both entertainment and information. 11 However, in the early days of the American 
republic, newspapers were avowedly political organs; only by the twentieth century did a 
professional ethos arose among reporters in which objective reporting standards were 
held paramount, though newspapers such as those of the Hearst chain were undeniably 
driven by the political agendas of their publishers, and of their readers. 12 
Simply, I wish to discover why the worldview of publisher William Gaines and 
editors Feldstein and Kurtzman resonated so profoundly with the loyal audience who 
purchased EC's line of comic books. Judging from letters to the editor, this audience was 
not confined to children from eight to twelve but also included adolescents and adults. 
How did the messages of EC comics correspond to their consumers' perception of the 
world they lived in? I also wish to examine what consumer responses to these comic 
books reveal about the mind-set of those Americans who read them, and, presumably, 
absorbed (and perhaps even internalized) their ironic, and frequently downright cynical 
lessons. In doing so, I hope to discover why they were so popular among some, and why 
they were considered so offensive by others; so objectionable that all EC publications 
(except for Mad, which had converted to a magazine format), as well as the output of 
many other publishing houses, were driven off the market in a cultural crusade largely 
11 See Glenn Wallach, "'A Depraved Taste For Publicity:' The Press and Private Life in the 
Gilded Age," American Studies 39, no. 1 (Spring 1998) : 31-57. 
12 William Randolph Hearst was an ardent anti-fascist; by 1950 the Hearst papers, under William 
Hearst Jr., openly participated in McCarthy's anti-Communist crusade. See David Nasaw, The Chief: The 
Life of William Randolph Hearst (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 2000), 483-4; 596-7; Edwin R. 
Bayley, Joe McCarthy and the Press (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1981), 128, 174. 
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spearheaded by Dr. Fredric W ertham. Accordingly, I also propose to describe the 
transgressive character of some of the EC writers and artists and to trace the resistance to 
their visions from public and professional, as well as peer-group opinion, especially in its 
political manifestation. 
The ideological dynamic of American politics, from Hamilton to Nixon and 
beyond, has traditionally seesawed from right to left and back again. The conservative 
right promoted commerce, and saw advantage in extending the legal rights of individuals 
to corporations. Security of property became as important as national security. The liberal 
left emphasized individual liberty and a strong government promoting equality of 
opportunity. The cyclical nature of these historic shifts is apparent. 13 These shifts have 
frequently influenced cultural trends. Accordingly, I will explore the cultural impact of 
this recurrent cycle ofrebellion, reaction and repression, especially in one specific form 
of its popular literature, i.e., comic books, particularly those of the period 1950-1956. 
In this study, historical factors come into play, and I will mention these as well. 
They include, but are not restricted to, the prevailing Cold War Zeitgeist, including 
McCarthyism, and the Korean War. Cultural factors are also important, so I will also 
discuss at length the history of the criticisms of comic strips and of the comic book 
industry, specifically, the anti-comic-book crusades of Dr. Frederic Wertham and others. 
Personal and professional rivalries are also a factor, so I will briefly trace the rise of the 
comic book industry as background to an understanding of those individual publishers 
who bore personal vendettas against William Gaines. I will specifically discuss Gaines's 
13 This topic has been treated by many authors and at much length, most recently in Dick Stoken, 
The Great Game of Politics: Why We Elect Whom We Elect (New York: Tom Doherty Associates, 2004). 
Stoken uses presidential administrations as his template and claims alternating periods of government 
interventionism and laissez-faire can be reduced to a predictably cyclical trajectory. 
rivalry with MLJ (Archie) Comics publisher John Goldwater, who was also the first 
president of the Comics Code Authority, the industry's self-regulatory body that was 
instrumental in driving Gaines out of business. In addition, I have discovered evidence 
8 
that many of Gaines's troubles began as the result of a 1954 feud between Gaines's 
business manager, (and former Broadway journalist) Lyle Stuart and the then still-
influential columnist and radio personality Walter Winchell. 14 Furthermore, I will 
perform a content analysis of the comic books published under the EC imprimatur 
between 1950 and 1956 in an attempt to discover whether the criticisms of Gaines and his 
editors Al Feldstein and Harvey Kurtzman were based in fact, and to uncover those 
cultural factors that were in play which rendered their productions objectionable, and 
which led to the near bankruptcy of the firm. 
This will be a narrative history with some attention given to politics, biographical 
sketches, the society and culture of 1950-1956 period, and the societal and cultural 
background of the censorship controversy specifically as it pertained to EC comics. This 
study will consist of an extended account of a somewhat narrow issue-the decline of the 
EC empire owing, in part, to shifts in popular taste, with particular attention paid to the 
cultural crusades of the day nourished, in part, by McCarthyism, as well as by the 
controversies of that era. 
EC comic books published from 1950 to 1956, along with newspaper comic strips 
of the period, open a vista to the national mood at a critical moment in the history of the 
Republic. As early as 1946, S.M. Gruenberg, Director of the Child Study Association of 
America, stated: "The comics ... reflect what millions are thinking about, what they want, 
14 Richard Lupoff, The Great American Paperback: An Illustrated Tribute to Legends of the Book 
(Portland, OR: Collectors Books, 2001), 92. 
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what they fear, and how they feel about matters of social significance." 15 Sounding the 
depths of an era via comic strips and comic books may not be as straightforward a 
process at the outset of the twenty-first century as it was even thirty years ago. It is 
certainly not as simple a task as it was in 1950, which I consider the apogee of the 
American comic strip and the beginning of short-lived but significant and consequential 
developments in the American comic book. The developments of the period from 1950 to 
1956 are pivotal for three reasons. Firstly, neither the comic strip nor the comic book 
would ever again exert such a vast influence upon the American public; secondly, the 
comic book, temporarily at least, aspired to reach a mature and even literate audience; in 
the aftermath of the Comics Code, it would take another 30 years or more for the comic 
book to be taken seriously. Finally, prior to 1960, when the comic strip and comic book 
had been discussed at all, they were largely dismissed as an art-form taken seriously 
solely by children, and worthy of nostalgic ruminations at best. Even today, few 
commentators outside of the industry professionals themselves seem to appreciate the 
significance of these art forms, and, with a few exceptions, the significance of their 
decline. 16 The rise of a competing attraction was one reason for their decline. The growth 
15 See Nathan Abelson, "Comics Are a Serious Business. Part II of a Study of Cornie Magazines," 
Advertising and Selling. (August 1946) : 92; Sidonie M. Gruenberg, "Comics as a Social Force," The 
Journal of Educational Sociology (December 1944): 204-13. 
16 However, there are signs that, with the rise of the graphic novel, the reputation of comic books 
has finally improved. Popular magazines such as Entertainment Weekly and trade publications such as 
Publisher's Weekly regularly devote space to reviews of the latest graphic novels, demonstrating that the 
form is considered worthy of attention as a commercial phenomenon if still not taken wholly seriously as 
art. 
of television as a mass medium radically altered cultural tastes and preferences in the 
United States. 11 
10 
A review of books written by those who specialize in producing or writing about 
comics reveals that these aficionados all too often know little about any subject field save 
current popular culture. 18 Without some sort of historical, social, or even literary or 
journalistic context to provide a background to their ruminations, their analyses tend to be 
uninformed or unsatisfying. Scholars, on the other hand, have tended to slight the 
medium. Thomas Inge, writing about early scholarly studies of comic strips, has stated: 
[Factual errors]. .. suggest...the cavalier attitude scholars take when they 
choose to discuss comic art. They tend to bank on vague memories; assume that 
comic strips do not develop, change, and add characters during the course of their 
history; and avoid the truly hard labor of going through newspaper collections on 
microfilm or locating reprints to check the accuracy of their impressions and 
assumptions. 19 
17 See Art Spiegelman, "Commix: An Idiosyncratic Historical and Aesthetic Overview," Print, 
November/December 1988, 61 : "In its heyday, the comic strip was one of America's most popular 
conveyors of narrative dream ... [television] replaced comics as our primary dream machine .... " Also see 
Howard Smith's account of television's role in the decline of the British adventure comic Eagle: "From that 
moment on every comic started to go into decline. The imagination and the activeness that people had to 
build things ... all completely collapsed. You got absorbed by television. Television really killed initiative." 
Cited in William Cook, "He Who Dares," New Statesman, 5 May 2000, 44. 
18 Also see William Savage, Commies. Cowboys and Jungle Queens: Comic Books and America. 
1945-1954 (Hanover, NH: Wesleyan University Press, 1998), 145. Savage laments that there is "no known 
documentary apparatus to sustain" popular histories of the comic book medium. Elsewhere, he complains 
about the difficulty and expense of amassing a representative sample of comic books from a given era. 
Fortunately, Marvel has begun reprinting selections from their Timely-era inventory; see The Golden Age 
of Marvel Comics (New York: Marvel Comics, 1997). And DC has begun an ambitious series ofreprints of 
1940s and 1950s titles, such as Bob Kane's Batman-see Batman Archives Volume One (New York: DC 
Comics, 1998). This reprint series usefully includes the output of rival publishers that DC now has 
ownership of, or publication rights to; see, in particular, Will Eisner's The Spirit Archives Volume One 
(New York: DC Comics 2000), and Jack Cole's The Plastic Man Archives Volume One (New York: DC 
Comics, 1998) . 
19 Thomas. M. Inge. Comics as Culture (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1990), 89. 
Savage also condemns "persons with Doctorates in English ... grounded in precepts ofliterary 
criticism ... [ who] minimize or ignore the provenance and thus the historical context" of comics. See Savage, 
Commies, 146-7. 
11 
Fortunately, for the purposes ofresearch, a complete set ofreprints of EC's 'New Trend' 
and "New Direction" lines were published in hardcover collections between 1979 and 
1988. Crime and horror comics from other publishers are less readily available, but in the 
mid-1980s some representative samples had been reprinted by small independent 
publishers. 20 
Concerning comic ( or "graphic") art in the United States, I differentiate here 
between the strip form, the book form, the political cartoon, and the graphic novel. My 
discussion will be mostly about comic books; I do not concern myself here with the 
ostensibly ideological political cartoon.21 It should be mentioned here that the first 
American comic books were reprints of popular comic strips. Some comic strips, 
especially those from the 1890s to the mid-1920s, offered little in the way of purely 
20 Notably Eclipse: in particular, 1947's True Crime and its notorious Jack Cole story "Murder, 
Morphine and Me," cited as a particularly gruesome example of the form in one of the illustrated plates of 
Fredric Wertham's Seduction of the Innocent (New York: Rinehart, 1954). By the 1990s, even reprints of 
comic books by the infamous publisher Victor Fox (notably his "Phantom Lady") could be purchased, at an 
affordable cost, in comic book stores.The Cole story was reprinted in Mr. Monster's True Crime no. 1 (Mr. 
Monster's Super-Duper Special no. 3) Guemeville, CA: Eclipse Comics (October 1986). The remainder of 
Jack Cole's work for True Crime was reprinted in Mr. Monster's True Crime no. 2 (Mr. Monster's Super-
Duper Special no. 4) Guemeville, CA: Eclipse Comics (October 1986). Also see the excellent compilation 
Teen-Aged Dope Slaves and Reform School Girls (Forestville CA: Eclipse Books, 1990). For Phantom 
Lady, see Bill Black, Golden Age Greats Volume Two: Phantom Lady Illustrated by Matt Baker 
(Longwood, FL: AC Comics/Paragon Productions, 1994). 
21 Many scholars have devoted their attentions to the American political cartoon, and no such work 
such as the one I propose can be put into a proper perspective without a knowledge of the prevailing 
attitudes of Americans as expressed by ostensibly political cartoonists such as Jay "Ding" Darling and, on 
the other hand, without an awareness of the official reaction to the "seditious" works of the Masses 
cartoonist Art Young. A superb, but dated study of the satiric aspects of the American political cartoon is 
found in one of the first such compilations, by William Murrell, A History of American Graphic Humor, 
vols. 1 and 2 (New York: Whitney Museum of American Art, 1938). A more recent collection with 
annotated commentary is The Image of America in Caricature & Cartoon: Accompanying Exhibition 
Presented at Amon Carter Museum. Fort Worth. Fort Wayne Public Library, Fort Wayne, National 
Museum of Man. Ottawa, Museum of Art, Rhode Island School of Design, Providence. (Fort Worth, TX: 
Amon Carter Museum of Western Art, 1976). I also recommend Roger A. Fischer's more recent, if less 
comprehensive monograph Them Damned Pictures: Explorations in American Political Cartoon Art (North 
Haven CT: Archon Books, 1996). 
political commentary; other classic strips, from the mid-l 920s on, have featured a great 
deal of ideological tub-thumping. 
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Comic strips have occupied a prominent, though never pre-eminent place in 
American popular culture. The effects comic strips have had on this culture is a topic 
previously discussed in literary criticism and, more currently, in media studies. I wish to 
show that the ideology of the comic book has had an effect, howsoever subtle, upon the 
ideology of the Americans who read them. Sometimes the ideological underpinnings of a 
related form, the comic strip, are so blatant as to be obvious. More often, this ideological 
content is almost indiscemibly buried beneath a panorama of domesticity. Very often, the 
ideology is present, but partially hidden, within the context of picaresque adventure 
strips. 22 It is the comic strips and comic books in the latter two categories that intrigue 
me most. Often, a close analysis of their content may reveal more about the implicit 
beliefs of the artists and writers, and their followers, than the creators ever intended. This 
study of EC comics will reveal their, often blatant, ideological subtext. In part, the 
decline of the EC empire can be traced to what its critics and even its readers saw as the 
gruesome excesses of its horror titles. But critics and even some casual readers were also 
offended by the suspected if not outright incontestable sacrilege of some ofFeldstein's 
22 Among blatantly ideological strips, see Harold Gray's "Little Orphan Annie," Chester Gould's 
"Dick Tracy"; later, Al Capp's "L'il Abner," and Walt Kelly's "Pogo"; most recently, Gary Trudeau's 
"Doonesbury," and Aaron McGruder's "The Boondocks". For domestic strips, see Sydney Smith's "The 
Gumps," Frank 0. King's "Gasolene Alley," CliffSterrett's "Polly and Her Pals," Chic Young's 
"Blondie," Gene Ahern's "Our Boarding House," and the works of Claire Briggs, H.T. Webster, and J.R. 
Williams. For adventure strips, see Roy Crane's "Wash Tubbs and Captain Easy" and "Buz Sawyer," Floyd 
Gottfredson's "Mickey Mouse," Elzie Segar's "Thimble Theatre," and Ham Fisher's "Joe Palooka". 
Artistically written and rendered strips such as George Herriman's "Krazy Kat" defy ready classification, 
though even Herriman revealed political opinions beneath the whimsy, since he gently ribs such topics as 
anti-German sentiment, and "Woman Suffrage". See Patrick McDonnell, Karen O'Connell and Georgia 
Riley de Havenon, Krazy Kat: The Comic Art of George Herriman (New York: H.N. Abrams, 1986), 137, 
165. 
13 
science fiction stories, Kurtzman's pacifist critique of the Korean conflict in EC's war 
titles, and a corrosively cynical, if sporadic, anti-authoritarianism in titles such as Crime 
Suspenstories and Shock Suspenstories. 23 The no-holds-barred satire of Kurtzman's Mad __ , 
and, to a lesser degree, of Feldstein's Panic, also attracted criticism, lawsuits, and even 
attempts at banning these titles from newsstand distribution. 24 
In this study of the rise and fall of the EC empire, I will consider social 
developments taking place during all relevant periods; however, the focus is generally 
upon the early history of the modem comic book, from 1935 to 1956, especially EC in 
the period 1950-1956. The development of that class ofliterature will be analyzed 
through conclusions drawn from other historical phenomena. From roughly 1946 to 1954, 
the reactions of comic book publishers to the verdict of opinion-makers follows an almost 
predictable cycle of rebellion (liberalization), reactionary repression ( conservatism) and 
counter-reaction. For instance, following 1940 criticisms of the comic book, by mid-1941 
DC established an editorial board which would "uphold the standards of wholesome 
entertainment." 25 Faced with postwar criticism and threats of government intervention 
23 For instance, a story titled "He Walks Among Us," in Weird Science 13, May 1952, re-told the 
Jesus story from a science-fiction angle and elicited letter-column comments like "offensive ... openly 
attacks the Christian religion ... insults the reader." See Mike Benton, The Illustrated History of Science 
Fiction Comics, The Taylor History of Comics Number 3 (Dallas: Taylor Publishing, 1992), 42. 
24 Incidentally, Kurtzman's Mad, and its spin-off, Feldstein's Panic, used a satirical scalpel to 
dissect many of the ideological assumptions behind, not only well-known comic strips, and comic book 
characters, but also those of newspapers, motion pictures, classic poems, Broadway dramas, and motion 
pictures. Kurtzman's sensibility and methodology in particular strangely prefigure that of postmodernist 
writers of the 1960s and after. For instance, Donald Barthelme's short story "The Joker's Greatest 
Triumph" retells a Batman adventure by deliberately focusing upon banalities; Steven Millhauser's short 
story "Klassics Komics #1" does much the same to Eliot's landmark poem "J. Alfred Prufrock." See 
Donald Barthelme, Come Back, Dr. Caligari (Boston: Little Brown, 1964), and Steven Millhauser, The 
Barnum Museum (New York: Poseidon Press, 1990). 
25 Ian Gordon, Comic Strips and Consumer Culture, 1890-1945 (Washington D.C.: Smithsonian 
Institution Press, 1998), 136. 
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due to the spectacular rise of the "true-crime" genre, the comic book industry agreed to 
voluntarily self-regulate, and the period 194 7 to 1950 was a relatively quiet one in terms 
of the crusade against comic books. But as individual publishers began to renege on the 
agreement by 1949, the crusade started up again.26 The consequences for EC were dire. I 
also propose to trace the steps EC took to stay in business in spite of the cultural crusade 
that eventually drove them, and many others, out of the comic book business 
I will use a combination of social, biographical, and narrative history. There will 
be a discussion of motivations of those authority figures who thought it necessary to 
regulate the behavior of children, adolescents and young adults; the anti-comic-book 
decency crusade and the consequent regulation and de facto censorship of comic books, 
and what this regulatory impulse owed to the emergence of Cold War politics. I will 
begin with an attempt at a definition of the forms of the comic strip and the comic book, 
where they came from, and how they came to frighten and offend so many critics. An 
analysis of data and content of primary sources (EC comic books) will be used to 
determine in what way they were offensive, to whom, and why. 
26 There is an uncanny parallel to this development in the implementation and eventual 
enforcement of the Hays Motion Picture Production Code from 1930 to 1934. See Gregory Black, 
Hollywood Censored: Morality Codes, Catholics, and the Movies (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1994), and also Gregory Black, The Catholic Crusade Against the Movies, 1940-1975 (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997). 
CHAPTER2 
THE MEDIUM 
In 1797, Wilhelm Heinrich Wackemoder expounded the doctrine that art "is a 
language. It speaks to men through pictures, operating as a kind of hieroglyphic 
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script. ... The symbol is the hieroglyph which allows image and word to be fused." 27 This 
is a prescient description of the medium of the comic strip and comic book, both of 
which, in the United States, had begun to emerge in the 1890s. Both had their origins in 
the American newspaper. By the late 1800s, newspapers had become a mass 
phenomenon; because these publications needed to fill pages on a daily basis, they 
increasingly relied upon syndication companies to supply them with news items, fillers, 
and cartoon features.28 These cartoon features, generally known as "comics," were 
primarily a visual medium. David Kunzle claims that the comic "is essentially ... part 
verbal and part pictorial, [but] the latter must be considered as its primary feature ... .it 
cannot be dominated by text." 29 The captioned drawings can stand alone without text, 
but the text presented without the illustrations would leave us with a script that would 
resemble a scenario or screenplay; in fact, like the motion picture, the comics must be 
also be considered a hybrid form.30 However, particularly in the case of the longer form 
27 Cited in Duncan Heath and Judy Boreham, Introducing Modernism (New York: Totem Books, 
2000), 90. 
28 Crawford, Encyclopedia of Comic Books, 63. In 1903, 45 U.S. newspapers papers used 
syndicated strips; in 1908 81 used them, and by 1913 some 115 newspapers reaching 21 per cent of the 
American population. See Gordon, Comic Strips and Consumer Culture, 168. 
29 Kunzle, The Early Comic Strip. 2-3. 
30 It is perhaps no coincidence that the rise of both the comic strip and the motion picture were 
concurrent, and that the development of the comic book coincides with that of the talking picture. It is 
interesting to note that "traditional critics in the eighteenth century" considered the novel a "hybrid form," 
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of the comic book, the text works in synchrony with the illustrations, and, for that reason, 
should be considered in most cases as an integral part of the production. Cartoonist Scott 
McCloud defines comics as "Juxtaposed pictorial and other images in deliberate 
sequence, intended to convey information and/or to produce an aesthetic response in the 
viewer." 31 This is a useful working definition of the form that will be utilized 
throughout. 
The catch-all term "comics" is often used to describe both the comic strip and the 
comic book. But note that, nowadays, a term such as "the funnies" refers in general solely 
to the comic strip. This confusion arises directly out of the origins of the modem-day 
comic book, which was originally marketed and sold on a mass scale as early as 1884, as 
a compilation of humorous comic strips.32 In the early 1930s such compilations were 
marketed as promotional giveaway premiums, and, once the success of the format was 
established, distribution channels were devised, largely through newsstand sales33, and a 
cover price of ten cents was established for these periodicals. By 1935, original material 
began to appear in these compilations, and the modem "comic book" was born. 
The term "graphic arts" is often used in connection with the comic strip. But this 
term, of course, subsumes any type of drawing. The more specific term "continuities" 
a type of"sub-literature." See Leslie Fiedler, Love and Death in the American Novel: With a New 
Afterword by the Author (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 39-41. 
31 Scott McCloud, Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art, (Northampton, MA: Kitchen Sink 
Press, 1993), 9. 
32 Denis Gifford, American Comic Strip Collections, 1884-1939: The Evolutionary Era (Boston: 
G.K. Hall & Co., 1990), 1. 
33 Comic books were also sold in department or "variety" stores, drug stores, candy stores, 
groceries, and other retail outlets. By the early 1960s, used book shops such as Hollywood's Cherokee 
Book Store also began carrying them, and by the late 1960s, they began to not only find a market as 
collectibles, but to be actively marketed as such. Duin and Richardson, Comics Between the Panels, 83, 
126. 
refers to comic strips in a serial format, such as the adventure-oriented strips which 
proliferated by the end of the 1920s, and which are frequently referred to below as 
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"adventure continuities." "Sequential art" is a term coined by cartoonist Will Eisner as a 
more accurate way to describe what goes on in comic books and comic strips.34 "Graphic 
novels" are a hybrid form of book and comic strip that originated as early as 1919.35 
Comics are a distinct art form. Specifically regarding the forms of the comic strip 
and comic book, cartoonist Robert C. Harvey identifies "four distinct graphic threads': 
"[NJ arrative breakdown--the division of a story into panel units; composition--the 
arrangement of pictorial elements within a panel; layout--the arrangement of panels on a 
page and their relative size and shape; and style--the highly individual way an artist 
handles pen or brush ( or draws a face or composes a panel or lays out a page or breaks 
down a story)." 36 Scott McCloud argues that creators of comics, like those of other art 
34 In his 1985 work Comics & Sequential Art. Also see Will Eisner, Comics & Sequential Art 
expanded ed. (Tamarac, FL: Poorhouse Press, 1990). "Fumetti" (Italian for "little smokes") is the 
European term for comic strips; in the United States the term denotes photographs with superimposed 
speech balloons--one example from the 1920s would be Bernarr McFadden's "Composographs" as printed 
in the New York Graphic; for an example, see Paul Sann, The 20s: The Lawless Decade (New York: Da 
Capo Press, 1984),. 154. 
35 With Frank Masreel's Passionate Journey. So identified by, among others, by Scott McCloud, in 
Understanding Comics, 19. Milt Gross's He Done Her Wrong was cited by Max Gaines as "one of 
America's masterpieces of humor" in his 1942 pamphlet "Narrative Illustration: The Story of the Comics," 
reprinted in Fred Von Bemewitz and Grant Geissman, Tales of Terror! The CompleteCompendium of All 
the Incredible Old EC Comics, Including Tales From the Crypt, Mad and Weird Science, (Seattle, WA: 
Fantagraphics Books/Gemstone Publishing, 2000), 254-60. See Milt Gross, He Done Her Wrong: The 
Great American Novel and Not a Word In lt--No Music, Too (Garden City, NY: Doubleday; Doran & 
Company, Inc., 1930), reprinted as Hearts of Gold (New York: Abbeville Press, 1983). By the late 1920s 
and early 1930s Max Ernst's collage novels had also appeared. See Max Ernst, The Hundred Headless 
Wornan,.lst American ed. (New York: George Braziller, 1981); Max Ernst, A Little Girl Dreams of Taking 
the Veil, 1st American ed. (New York: G .. Braziller, 1982). Perhaps not coincidentally, the first modem 
graphic novels in the United States began appearing at about the time these translations were also being 
made available. In Japan, the book-length rnanga ("indiscriminate pictures"), which correspond to the 
graphic novel, became phenomenally popular following the end of the Second World War. See Frederik 
Schadt, Manga! Manga! The World of Japanese Comics (New York: Kodansha America, 1986), 11, 61-2. 
36Robert C. Harvey, The Art of the Comic Book: An Aesthetic History (Jackson: University 
Press of Mississippi, 1996), 9. 
forms, follow a six-fold creative path: from surface competence, to craft mastery, to 
structural competency and mastery, to the development of a personal idiom, generally 
culminating, if at all, either in mastery of form or an ability to promulgate paradigm-
shaping ideas. 37 
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Furthermore, both comic strips and comic books, with their captioned pictures, 
supplemented by dialogue and thought balloons, are separate though related media, each 
of which can be broken down into genres. Comic strips principally differ from comic 
books in their depiction of the passage oftime. 38 Comic strips, which are published from 
day to day, are by their nature, highly episodic. In the vast majority of cases, they were 
and are published five or six times a week, and often on Sundays as well. Some were, and 
still are, only published on Sundays. A great many comic strips prior to 1929 were "gag" 
strips that offered a different, non-continuous incident each day, generally ending in a 
punch line. By the 1930s, however, an ever larger proportion of these strips were 
continuity strips which published a continuous story line which ran six or seven days a 
week, including Sundays. Certain strips offered an entirely separate story that was 
published on a Sunday. Even many continuous strips used Sundays as an opportunity to 
recap incidents which had taken place the week before, so that the daily reader would not 
be inconvenienced ifhe or she missed the Sunday offering, and vice versa. 39 The 
principal fact about the comic strip, is that, in general, on each day three to five black and 
37 McCloud, Understanding Comics, 169-184. 
38 In both cases, however, "The heart of comics lies in the space between the panels-where the 
reader's imagination makes still pictures come alive!" Scott McCloud, Reinventing Comics: How 
Imagination and Technology Are Revolutionizing an Art Form (New York: HarperCollins, 2001), 1. 
39 By the 1950s, however, new adventure continuities were debuting less and less frequently, and 
by the early 21st century most strips were, once again, gag strips. See Brian Walker, The Comics Since 
1945 (New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 2002), passim. 
white panels are doled out in the daily newspaper, with as many as a dozen or more 
panels published in the Sunday newspaper, as part of a special, separately printed full 
color supplement. 
19 
Comic book artist, writer, and historian Jim Steranko defines the traditional comic 
book as "a full color booklet approximately 7 x 10" in size ... containing passages of 
related line art panels positioned sequentially ... and exposing dialogues and thoughts in 
balloons." 40 The comic book, initially conceived as a collection of daily and Sunday 
strips, was, almost from its modem-day inception, printed in full color, almost always on 
the same kind of inexpensive paper and on the same presses that produced the Sunday 
supplements for the newspapers. Once original stories began to appear in its pages, 
however, the comic book began to develop its own distinct, longer-form syntax, based on 
the use of time. The comic book generally presents many more sequences of panels than 
the format of daily or Sunday newspaper comic strips permit. Because it usually appeared 
either quarterly, or once every two months, or monthly, or (rarely) once every two weeks 
or weekly, stories in it were not compelled to strictly adhere to the type of serial format 
developed for the comic strip. The comic book could present complete, self-contained 
stories that could be read in one sitting and was therefore less dependent upon such comic 
strip conventions as cliffhanger endings or punch lines. 
Two potentially confusing conventions need to be addressed. Comic books were 
often dated from at least one to as many as three months in advance of the date on which 
they reached the newsstands. This practice was meant to ensure that they were displayed 
for the maximum amount of time, since news vendors returned unsold issues, or, more 
40 Jim Steranko, "Ten Comics That Rocked the World,," in Jerry Weist, 100 Greatest Comic 
Books: An Appreciation of the Comics and Their Stories (Atlanta GA: Whitman, 2004), 6. 
-
often, their covers or some portion of them, to the publisher for a refund. In this way, a 
comic dated February-March could well have been offered on newsstands in mid-
December of the previous year. Because of this long lead time, the topicality of comic 
book stories depended a great deal upon the ingenuity of the writers in predicting 
probable trends. 41 
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Aficionados of the comic book commonly divide the genre into a "golden age," a 
"silver age," and a "bronze" or "independent age" or "third movement." For the purposes 
of this study, I will stipulate a convention that the first era encompasses the period from 
1935 to 1955, the second from 1956 to 1969, and the last from 1970 to the present. Since 
the comic books to be discussed fall almost entirely within the first period, this 
distinction will mostly prove useful simply as a means of differentiating EC's comic 
book output from that of later publishers. 42 
41 Gifford, American Comic Strip Collections, 203. Gifford explains, "[Since 1934], publishing 
practice was to date comic books one month ahead of the month of sale. By [1939], the practice was 
beginning to slip towards two months. By the 1980s, a three-month gap between on-sale date and 
publication date had become not uncommon." This convention is also true of the newspaper comic strip, 
though for a different reason-the syndicates that distribute these strips have traditionally requested their 
creators to stockpile work weeks, or even months in advance, to ensure deadlines will be met. 
42 Commentators such as Jim Steranko and Geoff Klock demarcate these "ages" differently: I 
prefer broader, and, hence, more inclusive time-spans. Virtually everyone who has written about the comic 
book, however, agrees on the convention that the "Golden Age" began in the mid-to-late 1930s and the 
"Silver Age" began in 1956. The disagreements center largely upon when these respective "ages" ended, 
and upon what the third such "age" is called. See Weist, Greatest Comic Books, 22; Steranko, "The Ages 
of Comics: A Speculative Chronology" in Weist, 13-14, and Geoff Klock, How to Read Superhero Comics 
and Why (New York: Continuum, 2002), 2. 
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CHAPTER3 
SEX, CRIME, HORROR, AND JUVENILE DELINQUENCY 
Changing social mores in the United States, particularly in the periods following 
the First and Second World Wars, have followed an almost predictable trajectory: a move 
toward liberalization in terms of content, followed by attempts at repression of that 
content, followed in tum by a reaction against repressive forces, in which the 
objectionable content reappears, often in the context of a different medium. For instance, 
if sexuality and violence in mass media such as the movies and radio were subjected to 
the imposition of codes of standards of practice, as took place during the 1930s, then "the 
pulps" and, later, the paperback book, remained a source of lurid product, "adult trivia" 
for individuals wishing to be titillated.43 If reading these was too much work, comic 
books, some with scripts derived from the pulps, might prove more suitable. If comic 
books, which were originally intended for children, depicted violence and gore that drew 
the ire of decent folk, the publishers might retreat for a time and offer up innocuous teen 
romances, as happened in 1947. If, later, the new medium of television observed decorum 
and honored respectability, a reader might turn to the newly available over-the-counter 
publication called Playboy-at least until directors such as Otto Preminger defied the 
Code of the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA). Historically, the move 
toward greater openness appeared to be a reaction against Victorian mores, grounded in 
43 Geoffrey O'Brien, Hardboiled America: The Lurid Years of Paperbacks (New York: Van 
Nostrand Reinhold Company, 1981), 4. 
-
religious belief, and still fresh in the living memory of many Americans, particularly 
those living during the 1940s and 1950s. 44 
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In the period from roughly 1920 to 1955, the varied American media seemed 
engaged in a constant struggle to disregard Victorian reticence and to openly depict 
sexual behavior and interpersonal violence, until pressured by public opinion, or the self-
regulatory impulses of industry leaders, or governmental pressure-and sometimes all 
three-to moderate their offerings. But the impulse toward liberalization continued, so 
that by the end of the 1960s, virtually every medium-from paperback fiction to motion 
pictures to underground comics-moved ever closer to more open, and often ever more 
disturbing, portrayals of sex and violence, in the process often flouting regulatory 
standards which had been in place for decades. In 1973, Supreme Court rulings on 
obscenity, which sought to apply "community standards" to its definition, placed a 
damper on some of this activity, but the move toward ever-franker content continued.45 
The imperatives of the market have often proved to be a crucial factor in the loosening of 
media standards.46 Often, these standards had initially been demanded by pressure 
44 Robert W. Haney, Comstockery in America: Patterns of Censorship and Control 
(Boston: Beacon, 1960), 105; Bell, Cultural Contradictions, 19. 
45 Specifically, Miller v. California. In an October, 1970 speech, President Nixon, in denouncing 
the National Commission on Obscenity and Pornography's findings, commented, "The Commission calls 
for the repeal of laws controlling smut for adults-while recommending continued restrictions on smut for 
children. In an open society this proposal is untenable. If the level of filth rises in the adult community, the 
young ... cannot help but also be inundated. The warped and brutal portrayals of sex ... could poison the 
wellsprings of American and Western culture and civilization .... " According to the lawyer and First 
Amendment specialist Edward deGrazia, Supreme Court Chief Justice Burger elaborated on these ideas in 
his 1973 decisions; however, "Burger's 'counterrevolution' would do almost nothing to stem the tide of 
erotic, obscene, and pornographic expression in America. See his Girls Lean Back Everywhere: The Law 
of Obscenity and the Assault on Genius (New York: Random House, 1992), 560, 560 n. [2], 566. 
46 Bell notes that "In the early development of capitalism, the unrestrained economic impulse was held in 
check by Puritan restraint and the Protestant Ethic. When the Protestant ethic was sundered from bourgeois 
society, only the hedonism remained, and the capitalist system lost its transcendental ethic .... the sense that 
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groups, motivated by public opinion, and put in place by efforts at regulation usually 
exerted through government bureaucracies. For at least the last twenty years, the 
consensus-at least, the market consensus--appeared to be tilting in favor of all-but-
unrestricted First Amendment rights for adults. But First Amendment rights for children 
are, and for at least the last two centuries have been, quite another matter, and very often 
a sensitive one. 47 
Adult objections to the entertainments of the young can be traced all the way back 
to Plato and Cicero. 48 Marc Bloch offered one theoretical explanation for this 
phenomenon in his maxim, "Men resemble their times more than their fathers. "49 In the 
United States, with the rise of the industrial revolution and mass media, as the extended 
family began to fragment into the nuclear family, parents began losing control over what 
their children consumed as entertainment. Particularly in the 19th and 20th centuries, and 
into the present day, this perceived loss of parental authority has often led to attempts at 
suppressing the corrupting influences. 50 
From the time of the industrial revolution, in large metropolitan areas, the reading 
matter, as well as other leisure pastimes, of teenagers and youths, particularly of the 
lower classes, had quite often been at odds with what adults considered proper. There are 
a society fails to provide some set of 'ultimate meanings' in its character structure, work, and culture, 
becomes unsettling to a system." See Bell, Cultural Contradictions, 21. 
47 See, for instance, deGrazia, Girls Lean Back Everywhere, 541 n. [2): "[A) protective attitude 
toward children was retained by [Supreme Court Justice] Brennan even when he wrote, in 1974, that as to 
consenting adults, all obscenity laws were unconstitutionally vague." 
48 Haney, Cornstockery. 4, 9. 
49 Marc Bloch, The Historian's Craft (New York: Knopf, 1959), 35. 
50 This tendency has been repeatedly demonstrated and is well-documented. See especially Mark I. 
West, Children, Culture, and Controversy (Hamden, CT: Archon Books, 1988). 
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several factors involved in driving youthful misbehavior that can be identified as playing 
some role in a perceived rise of juvenile delinquency. One is the role of mass production 
in the market economy making cheap and plentiful those commodities that had 
previously been expensive and scarce. For instance, Thomas J. Roberts has noted that 
"the saturation of the culture with books" of any kind "began to appear only within the 
last two hundred years," for "it was not until then that cheap fiction in the form of the 
dime novel and the penny dreadful, the direct ancestors of contemporary pulp fiction, 
began pouring off the presses and into the lives of our ancestors," when "people had the 
time, the conditions, the equipment, and the skills that made reading in bulk possible." 51 
Another factor was the youthful usurpation of adult privileges made possible by the lack 
of child labor laws and the concomitant use of "the children of the poor ... to fuel the 
English industrial machine" during the early part of the industrial revolution. 52 In the 18th 
and 19th centuries, for example, Britain's moralists deplored the "Cutter clubs," in which 
"groups of boys rented boats to go up the Thames and drink," and London's "cock-and-
hen" and "chair clubs" where teenaged apprentices gathered to sing, drink and carouse. 
Changing times were often seen as promoting changing moral standards; for 
instance, a London committee of 1816 blamed outbreaks of adolescent criminality on the 
Napoleonic Wars. Technological change, resulting in the rise of new leisure-time 
activities, has also been identified as creating conditions in which standards are 
corrupted. In the United States of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, commentators 
wrote with horror about excursion boats, amusement parks, and the corrupting fare on 
51 Roberts, Junk Fiction, 227-28. 
52 Neil Postman, The Disappearance of Childhood (New York: Vintage Books, 1994 ), 53. 
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view at the nickel theaters in which "Little girls who did not have a nickel hung around 
the ... theater, hoping that an older boy or man would take them in. In view of his 
generosity they could not object when their host fondled them in the dark theater. "53 In 
addition to new inventions such as the automobile, new media were also implicated in the 
rise in youthful misbehavior. Censorious adults reacted with indignant outrage to the sex-
saturated Hollywood fare of the 1920s, which even the moralistic 1930 Hays Motion 
Picture Production Code initially only mitigated, rather than rendering it unobjection-
able.54 
Colonial American thoughts about child rearing practices were divided. American 
children's literature that began to appear in the 1830s and 1840s sought to "foster 
children's moral and intellectual growth" and to "both entertain and instruct." Children's 
magazines promoted similar aims, beginning with The Juvenile Miscellany in 1826 and 
Youth's Companion in 1827. By the 1860s the didactic, moralizing strain of children's 
literature began to fall away in favor of straightforward entertainment. John Locke's 
notions of the society's responsibility to nurture a child's mind eventually gave way to 
Rousseau's notion that children were "naturally good until they were corrupted by 
society." 55 
53 Frank Donovan, Wild Kids (Harrisburg, PA: Stackpole Books, 1967), 89-92; Kathy 
Peiss, Cheap Amusements: Working Women and Leisure in Tum-of-the-Century New York 
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1986), 115-162. 
54 See Black, Hollywood Censored, passim. 
55 Colonial philosophies about child-rearing practices differed between Evangelical, Genteel and 
Moderate strains. The Calvinists of the first group felt that even newborn infants were innately sinful and 
required moral instruction in the form of theological moralizing throughout childhood. American children's 
literature reflected the ideas of these evangelicals throughout the 1600s and into the 1700s. The New 
England Primer demonstrated their didactic and moralizing method. The gentry who primary fell into the 
Genteel school "completely rejected the Calvinistic conception of childhood" and, following the theories of 
John Locke, as expressed in his "Essay Concerning Human Understanding" and "Some Thoughts 
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Following the Civil War, "dime novel" publishers began to market directly to 
children literature that "dealt with ... violence, crime and sexuality." 56 Crusaders such as 
the "right-wing, evangelical anti-intellectual" Anthony Comstock vigorously opposed 
such literature-"devil-traps for the young"--via his writings in the Annual Reports 
issued by the New York Society for the Suppression of Vice, founded in 1873.57 One of 
the charges against dime novels was that their negative role models encouraged juvenile 
misbehavior. Another was that they "aroused sexual thoughts." Yet another was that they 
"corrupted youth and contributed to anarchy. "58 In the 1884 "Society for the Suppression 
of Vice's Sixth Annual Report," Comstock decried such "Boy's Papers," which he 
claimed turned children into "baby felons." 59 In the 1870s and 1880s, children's 
librarians--many of them with no children of their own--sought to guide children away 
Concerning Education," felt that "children were 'blank slates"' who needed to be "indulged and 
pampered." Such evangelicals favored children's books such as Englishman John Newbery's A Pretty 
Little Pocket Book, published in 1744, which was didactic but entertaining. The Moderates approved of 
Evangelical methods but rejected the notion that infants were sinful. Their views were reflected in the more 
religiously oriented American adaptations ofNewbery's primers which were published from the 1790s 
onward. American books on child-rearing which began to appear in the 1830s stressed childhood innocence 
and encouraged parental vigilance to cultural influences outside the home. See West, Children, Culture, and 
Controversy, passim; Postman, The Disappearance of Childhood, 56-9. 
56 Mark I. West, "The Psychological Roots of Anthony Comstock's Campaign to Censor 
Children's Dime Novels" in Lucy Rollin and Mark. I. West, Psychoanalytic Responses to Children's 
Literature (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 1999), 163. 
57 Haney, Comstockery, 20. That same year, the Comstock Law was enacted, making it a crime to 
"knowingly to send information and advertisements about obscene publications, contraception, or abortion 
through the mails .... the [United States] Congress, after vigorous lobbying by Comstock, amended an 1865 
law .... The 1865 legislation was evidently enacted in response to a report by the postmaster general that 
'great numbers' of 'obscene books and pictures' were being sent via the mails to the army." See de Grazia, 
Girls Lean Back Everywhere, 4, 4 n.[2]. 
58 West, "The Psychological Roots," 163-6. In a curious precursor to the 1940s and 1950s, 
Comstock urged parents to pressure news dealers to not handle dime novels "Let your newsdealer feel that, 
just in proportion as he prunes his stock of that which is vicious, your interest in his welfare increases and 
your patronage becomes more constant." In the 1880s, several states passed laws outlawing the selling of 
dime novels and similar literature. 
59 Mike Benton, The Illustrated History of Crime Comics, The Taylor History of Comics 
Number 5, (Dallas: Taylor Publishing, 1993), 74. 
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from "dime novels" and toward the morally uplifting children's books of Oliver Optic 
and Horatio Alger. By the 1890s, however, librarians began rejecting books of the Optic 
and Alger type, with their "unrealistically drawn young heroes" in which "fantasy 
elements were interjected into realistic settings." Instead, they encouraged children to 
read historical and travel fiction, biographies, and "fanciful children's literature." By 
1910, pulp magazines had all but supplanted "dime novels" and series books "modeled 
after Alger's and Optic's novels" became ever more popular as reflected by sales. By the 
1920s, librarians found these derivative "series books" objectionable as well, for many of 
the same reasons. 60 
Lary May has demonstrated that in the early part of the twentieth century 
reformers were every bit as troubled by the motion picture. In fact, he claims, "Victorians 
were alarmed by this force, especially because the spread of 'canned drama' knew no 
bounds. Anxiety was highest in small towns and rural areas, which had not yet been 
tainted by the urban amusements oflarge metropolitan areas .... Beneath this moralizing 
was a deeper fear that no age group was immune to the forces of cultural change." 61 By 
1922 pressure against objectionable content in motion pictures led to the formation of the 
60 By 1953 professional librarians began to use "selection" rather than "censorship" as a criterion 
for book selection. See Kenneth L. Donelson, "Shoddy and Pernicious Books and Youthful Purity: Literary 
and Moral Censorship, Then and Now." Library Quarterly (January 1981): 4-19. Also see West, Children, 
Culture, and Controversy. 1-30, 43, 109 n.13. For more on early children's literature and on the theories 
and motivations of Comstock see Mark I. West, "Guilt and Shame in Early American Children's 
Literature" and "The Psychological Roots of Anthony Comstock's Campaign to Censor Children's Dime 
Novels" in Rollin and West, Children's Literature, 151-169. 
61 Lary May, Screening Out the Past: The Birth of Mass Culture and the Motion Picture Industry 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1980), 39-40. 
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Motion Picture Producers and Distributors Association. Its president, Will H. Hays, 
oversaw the uniform industry adoption, in 1930, of the Motion Picture Production Code.62 
In the early 1930s, advertisers began to target children as a potential market for 
consumer products and sponsored radio programming for that age group. These programs 
were thought to be almost as violent as the earlier dime novels and also attracted 
controversy. By 1933 groups of concerned parents began crusading against horror 
elements in radio programming that "excited children's anxieties and fears."63 On 13 May 
1935 CBS' s William Paley sought to impose a policy of acceptable practices, which 
forbade children's programming featuring the glorification of criminals, disrespect of 
authority figures, or the encouragement of "cruelty, greed ... selfishness ... conceit, 
smugness ... an unwarranted sense of superiority ... recklessness and abandon ... unfair 
exploitation of others ... dishonesty and deceit." NBC would not fall into line, however, 
and by 1938 the FCC "began pressuring broadcasters to suspend their controversial 
children's programs." To appease the FCC, as well as to counter the growing criticism of 
"college professors, pediatricians and authorities on juvenile delinquency," the networks 
began broadcasting educational programming, while at the same time also cutting down 
on the number of hours devoted to children's programs--in many cases replacing them 
62 West, Children, 56. Lacking an enforcement mechanism, the Hays Code initially proved 
ineffectual in completely cleansing motion pictures of sex and violence. Hoping to avoid "an all-out 
Catholic boycott" of motion pictures, Hays, pressured by the Legion of Decency, acquiesced to the 
creation of the far more stringent 1934 Production Code Administration (PCA), headed by Joseph Breen, to 
implement censorship of film content. For the story of how religious pressure groups brought such 
censorship about, see Black, Hollywood Censored, 50-81, 107-145, 149-192; Black, The Catholic Crusade, 
passim. 
63 EC's horror line was, at least initially, inspired by radio programming. See, for instance, 
"Shadow!" in Mad 4 (April-May 1953), and "Outer Sanctum!" in Mad 5 (June-July 1953), for Kurtzman's 
backhanded tribute to such programs. 
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with soap operas. 64 By July 1939, fearful of the possibility of federal censorship, the 
National Association of Broadcasters had drawn up a broadcasting code of ethics in 
which many of Paley's 1935 suggestions were incorporated. 65 The crusade against violent 
radio programming diminished during World War II but was taken up again in 1947 by 
The National Council for Youth Entertainment. 66 
Beginning with the industrial revolution and the rise of mass media, there was a 
perception, grounded in reality, that there ensued a lessening of parental control of 
children. As a sign of their growing independence-almost, in fact, as a rite of passage--
children tended to be attracted to forbidden material whatever the format. As Heywood 
Brown observed, "To forbid is to underline. Suppression is almost always a compliment 
and often one wholly undeserved." 67 If anything, supporters of market capitalism had an 
interest in encouraging this tendency. Stuart Ewen speculated that, particularly during 
the 1920s, "The symbolic ascendancy of youth represent[ ed] the corporate infiltration of 
64 West, Children, 1988, 31-41. Similarly, about ten years later, comic book publishers allegedly 
sought to defuse controversy by launching a line ofromance comics. See Gershon Legman, "By Popular 
Demand," Neurotica 6 (Spring 1950), 45-47, in Neurotica: 1948-1951 (London: Jay Landesman, 1981). 
65 "These programs should reflect respect for parents, adult authority, law and order, clean living, 
high morals, fair play and honorable behavior. Such programs must not contain sequences involving horror 
or torture or use of the supernatural and superstitious or any other materials which might reasonably be 
regarded as likely to over-stimulate the child-listener, or be prejudicial to sound character development." 
Cited in West, Children, 40. It is interesting to compare these guidelines with those of the Code of the 
National Office for Decent Literature (NODL), founded by Catholic Bishops in 1938 to review magazines; 
the Code, which "explicitly define[ d] the area of objectionable content for youth reading," stated that such 
reading would be found objectionable if it violates any one of the following criteria: "glorify crime or the 
criminal"; describes how to commit crimes; shows disrespect for authority; "exploits horror, cruelty or 
violence"; "portrays sex facts offensively; "features ... lewd ... photographs or illustrations"; carries ads 
"offensive in content"; "uses blasphemous, profane, or obscene speech indiscriminately"; "hold up to 
ridicule any national, religious, or racial group." By 1947 the NODL had also turned its attention to comic 
books and paperbacks. See Haney, Comstockery. 88-90. 
66W est, Children, 41. 
67 Haney, Comstockery. 107. 
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daily life and the creation of a family structure that might be ruled through the young, or 
through people's acceptance of a youthful ideal. In pursuing youth, people would forsake 
indigenous patriarchical authorities and accept malleability, endurance and individualism 
as positive values." Ewen also suggested that in the field of advertising, "the ads often 
painted a picture of adults as incompetent in coping with modernity, and raised the model 
of youth as a conduit for consumption." Accordingly, particularly during the post-World 
War One period, other "directives of the marketplace" also worked systematically to 
appeal to and continually attract young consumers. 68 To accomplish this end, market 
forces would inevitably flow in such a way that the task of challenging custom and moral 
conventions would shift from one medium to another. As a consequence, the means of 
transmission of content objectionable to prevailing cultural mores would continually 
change, but the disapproved content itself would largely remain the same, until cultural 
mores themselves were eventually transformed. 
The morals of children were not the only concern of cultural critics. The behavior 
of adolescents and young adults was also a source of criticism. These behaviors were also 
perceived to result from changing cultural standards brought on by changing times. For 
instance, many saw the "flaming youth" of the 1920s as a product of post-war 
dislocations. 69 There was a similar loosening of morals in the post-World War Two 
68 Stuart Ewen, Captains of Consciousness; Advertising and the Social Roots of the 
Consumer Culture (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1976), 146-7. 
69 See, for instance, Charles Panati, Panati's Parade of Fads, Follies and Manias: The Origins of 
Our Most Cherished Obsessions (New York: HarperCollins, 1991), 112, 117; Paul Sann, The 20s: The 
Lawless Decade. 17. 19. 49; Andrew Marum and Frank Parise, Follies and Foibles: A View of Twentieth 
Century Fads (New York: Facts on File, Inc., 1984), 29; Lucy Rollin, Twentieth-Century Teen Culture by 
the Decades: A Reference Guide (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1999), 33, 63; Mark Sullivan, Our 
Times 1900-1925: VI The Twenties (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1972), 13-15; William 
Leuchtenburg, The Perils of Prosperity, 1914-32 (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1958), 158-
177; Frederick Lewis Allen, Only Yesterday: An Informal History of the 1920s (New York: Harper & 
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period, which saw the return of heroic soldiers from the European front carrying 
"liberated" souvenirs. During the Second World War, many stay-at-home mothers had 
taken on factory work, and the wartime economy had created jobs for adolescents as well. 
After the excitements of the war, millions of teenagers who had dropped out of high 
school to work were reluctant to return. Readjustment to a peacetime morality was not 
always successful. 10 Soldiers back from the war "who could not adapt to civilian life 
were able to use their experience of the European black market to gain access to the 
criminal world ... unemployment...was rising. Soon petty crime ... would become an 
integral part of the 'underground' economy." 11 Even during the War there was an 
"increase in the incidence of crime by teen-agers," owing to "the shortage of day care, the 
overcrowded schools, the entry of youngsters into industry, and the lack of parental 
supervision .... " 72 Furthermore, in the postwar period, "Popular fascination with middle-
class juvenile delinquency correspond[ ed] with the increased buying power of 
teenagers." 73 Peter Biskind suggests that "the inflation of the problem into a national 
Row, 1964), 73-78. For a dissenting view, see Kenneth S. Lynn, "Only Yesterday," in The Airline to 
Seattle: Studies in Literature and Historical Writing About America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1983), 144-46. 
70 Donovan, Wild Kids, 162-3, 199-200, 244-46, 260. 
71 In his essay "G.I. Attitudes," Henry Elkin observes that "As soon as he found himself ... beyond 
the scope of rules and regulations, the soldier characteristically felt supremely 'free' and sought to release 
his impulses and feelings." See Norman F. Cantor and Michael S. Werthman, eds., The History of Popular 
Culture Since 1815 (New York: Macmillan, 1968), 158. See also O'Brien, Hardboiled America, 33, 39, 42-
45; Woody Haut, Pulp Culture: Hardboiled Fiction and the Cold War (New York: Serpent's Tail, 1995), 
69; Lupoff, The Great American Paperback, 290-1. For more on rise of"the teenage period oflife" as "a 
mass cultural experience" and the "discovery" of the teenage market, see Lizabeth Cohen, A Consumer's 
Republic: The Politics of Mass Consumption in Postwar America (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2003), 
318-9. 
72 Richard R. Lingeman, Don't You Know There's a War On? The American Home Front, 
1941-1945 (New York: Putnam, 1970), 101. 
73 Paul Goodman, Growing Up Absurd (Panther, London, 1970), 89, cited in Haut, Pulp Culture, 
215, n. 18; Rollin, Twentieth-Century Teen Culture, 150. 
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obsession ... reflected ... the first wave of conservative backlash against ... the autonomous 
youth culture." 74 Literature high and low reflected this fascination; novelists such as 
Albert Bein, Erskine Caldwell, Jim Thompson, and Hal Ellson wrote books about reform 
school horrors, delinquent teenagers, wayward youth, and youth gangs. 75 These 
factors-the insecurities of the pre-war period, the dislocations of wartime and the 
instabilities of the postwar and Cold War period-might help to explain the popularity of 
the comic book, a new medium made possible by technological advances. Comic books 
arose as a truly mass medium by 1938; their popularity by 1940 suggests the reading 
public found them appealing as inexpensive, disposable entertainment. The insecurities, 
dislocations and instabilities of the period 1938 to 1954 might also help to explain the 
rise of the superhero genre before and during World War Two, the rise of the crime and 
'jungle" genres in the postwar years, and the rise of the horror genre between the end of 
the Second World War and the onset of the Korean War. Though such explanations are 
by their nature all but unprovable, it seems likely that the rise of such genres was 
indicative of the mindset of the mass-media consuming public that was prevalent during 
those periods. According to Geoffrey O'Brien, "A comic book ... was something that 
74Rollin, Teen Culture, ibid. 
75 See, respectively, Albert Bein's World War One-era memoir Youth in Hell (New York: 
Jonathan Cape and Harrison Smith, 1930); Erskine Caldwell, Tragic Ground (New York: Grosset 
& Dunlap, 1944); Jim Thompson's 1946 novel Heed the Thunder (New York: Black Lizard, 
1994), and Hal Ellson, Duke (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1949). For a discussion of this 
literary sub-genre, see Michael Gordon, Juvenile Delinquency in the American Novel 1905-1965: 
A Study in the Sociology of Literature (Bowling Green, Ohio: Bowling Green University Popular 
Press, 1971 ), 73-79. According to Gordon, Caldwell's novel "was the first to suggest... delin-
quency [stemmed from] conditions brought about by the [Second World] war." 
could be absorbed without effort ... [ and] offered instant gratification of a longing for 
quick answers, passwords, shortcuts .... At every point it was visible, exposed." 76 
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Comic books were not the only mass medium that drew scrutiny, criticism, and 
attempts at regulation during the 1940s. Another, similar phenomenon, the rise of the 
'hardboiled' school of detective fiction, coincided with that of the market for new 
paperback titles-which began in the United States in June of 1939, with the Pocket 
Books line; the boom in paperbacks peaked in 1951. The increasingly lurid covers of 
these "paperback originals" attracted the ire of at least one Senator and two 
Representatives, as well as the fury of anti-pornography vigilantes, such as The National 
Organization of Decent Literature. In 1952 House Speaker Sam Rayburn appointed a 
House Select Committee on Current Pornographic Materials, which, headed by Arkansas 
Representative Ezekiel Candler Gathings, investigated the paperback industry. 77 
However, in spite of such attempts at repression, the year 1953 marked a turning 
point for other, more respectable media; specifically, in terms of the sexual content of 
motion pictures and periodicals. One such turning point was the financial success of the 
Otto Preminger-directed film "The Moon is Blue," in spite of its condemnation, in May 
of that year, by both the MP AA (which refused its seal) and the Legion of Decency. 78 
Preminger's film was followed by the introduction and great success of Playboy in 
December of 1953. For the first time consumers could purchase a mass-marketed 
76 Geoffrey O'Brien, "Nick Fury's Dream," in Sean Howe, ed. Give Our Regards to the 
Atom-Smashers!: Writers on Comics (New York: Pantheon Books, 2004), 123. 
77 Haut, Pulp Culture, 5. Also see Congress, House, Hearings Before the Select Committee of the 
House of Representatives on Current Pornographic Materials, 82nd Congress, 2nd sess., 1952. 
78 Black, Catholic Crusade, 119-128. 
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magazine which published what was considered at the time to contain sexually explicit 
material; prior to that time such materials had only been available under the counter, and 
at great expense. 79 Playboy inspired many imitators. As had been so often the case, 
commerce was ahead of cultural mores. Critical reactions came immediately. Reader's 
Digest ran an article in their October 1952 issue called "Filth on the Newsstands," 
citizen's groups began agitating for an end to newsstand sales of such literature, and 
"congressional hearings on sex, mass culture, and youth raged for most of the decade." 80 
Shifting conventions regarding sexual mores characterized the post-World War 
One and post-World War Two periods. 81 But the post-World-War Two and Korean War 
periods also saw a preoccupation with crime and horror, and phenomenal sales figures for 
comic books catering to such tastes. This trend was not entirely due to postwar 
disillusionment; however, echoing earlier critics such as Gershon Legman and Marshall 
McLuhan, Robert Haney noted in 1960 that, 
We live in a period when every major political event and every economic and 
social problem contributes to the devaluation of honesty and mercy, of love, 
respect, and fair play ... this country [has been demoralized by] ... two World Wars, 
the international anarchy that has existed since 1945, and the serious dislocations 
in our economic and social organization of human life. The lack of political 
stability at home and abroad; the burgeoning of social and political suspicion and 
fear; the increasing demand for total national allegiance and obedience in the face 
of a world-wide ideological and political split; the insecurities of a post-capitalist 
society based on the frantic creation of artificial needs-these and other tragic 
developments have made a normal, peaceful, constructive life exceedingly 
79 Playboy also published a great many salacious but sophisticated cartoons of the type previously 
found in men's magazines such as Esquire. The most definitive collection of these are in Playboy 50 Years: 
the Cartoons (San Francisco: Chronicle Books, 2004). 
80 Beth Bailey, Sex in the Heartland (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999), 42-43. 
81 Elkin suggests that soldiers were conditioned by Army life to discard "the shackles of the 
matriarchy" which had previously repressed their inclinations toward the profane, the scatological, and the 
open objectification of women. See "G.I. Attitudes," in Cantor and Werthman, eds., Popular Culture Since 
1815, 160-62. 
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difficult, if not impossible. And, as one result, violence has become normative in 
the West. 82 
The atmosphere of "normative" violence, while perhaps not unique to the post-World 
War Two period, was perceived by commentators such as Legman, McLuhan, and Haney 
as the sign of a soul-sickness pervading an increasingly urbanized and mechanized 
industrial society. 
However, tales of crime, corruption and horror have long occupied a place in the 
American cultural hierarchy. 83 As far back as the settlement of New England, visions of 
Hell had galvanized the consumers of sermons by preachers such as Jonathan Edwards 
and his "Sinner in the Hands of an Angry God." There were also the American Gothic 
tales of William Brockden Brown and those of Poe (the latter parodied in Mad), and, 
later, monster movies of the 1920s and 1930s, as well as 1930s radio programs such as 
"Inner Sanctum," (also parodied in Mad). Although horror as a genre was seen in comic 
books by late 1946, with Avon periodicals' one-shot Eerie, cover-dated January 1947, it 
was the EC line which, early in 1950, exploited the horror trend in eamest. 84 
Similar in many ways to the horror genre, true crime was another popular genre of 
long standing. One way to explain the postwar boom in the true crime genre lies in 
Woody Haut's speculation that crime itself "was no longer the exclusive province of 
localized corruption, but an essential component of a more affluent and universally 
82 Haney, Comstockery, 102. 
83 Haut, Pulp Culture, 69. For a discussion of the link between changing attitudes toward death and 
pain and the rise of "sadomasochistic pornography" in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, see Karen 
Halttunen, Murder Most Foul: The Killer and the American Gothic Imagination (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1998), 62-69. 
84 Nicky Wright, The Classic Era of American Comics. (Chicago: Contemporary Books, 2000), 
185; Von Bernewitz and Geissman, Tales of Terror, 53, 60, 62. 
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corrupt Cold War Culture. "85 As citizens during a time of plague have historically been 
shown to grow more hedonistic, modem man has, during times of insecurity, also grown 
more fascinated with tales oflawlessness .86 Noted critic Robert Warshow maintained 
that the gangster film expressed "that part of American psyche which rejects the qualities 
and demands of modem life, which rejects 'Americanism' itself." 87 This factor might also 
explain the sudden fascination with horror. Perhaps the insecurities and consequent new 
sensibilities which emerged with the growing awareness of civilian casualties and mass 
deaths, prompted by the news of concentration camps in wartime Germany, and the 
dropping of the atomic bomb on Japan, also prompted a renewed interest in horror as well 
as crime.88 
Certainly, the 20th century consumer seemed fascinated by crime. By the 1890s, 
the prototype of the mythic hard-boiled detective genre arose, with its often cynical if not 
nihilistic philosophy, perhaps best characterized as "cosmic treachery." 89 During the 
85 Haut, Pulp Culture, 133 
86 For instance, see David Herlihy, The Black Death and the Transformation of the West 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997), 59: "[The] chief short-run effect [ of the Black Death] was 
shock and social fissures, tears in the fabric of society which undermined social discipline and 
cohesiveness." 
87 "The Gangster as Tragic Hero," in Robert Warshow, The Immediate Experience: Movies, 
Comics, Theatre, And Other Aspects Of Popular Culture (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001), 
100. 
88 Fiedler points to these historic factors as reasons why authorities were condemnatory of violent 
comic book genres, lest they turn children into "rowdies and criminals or. .. potential dupes of fascist 
warmongers." See Leslie Fiedler, What Was Literature? Class Culture and Mass Society (New York: 
Simon & Schuster, 1982), 41. 
89 Larry Landrum, Pat Browne and Ray Browne, Dimensions of Detective Fiction (n.p. : Popular 
Press, 1976), 3, 7; John Cawelti, Adventure, Mystery, and Romance: Formula Stories as Art and Popular 
Culture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976), 167. Also see his chapter "Hammett, Chandler and 
Spillane," 162-191. William Ruehlmann speculates that "The private eye novel was a Western that took 
place somewhere else," and maintains that "The idea of meting out punishment for sin-assigning the 
Scarlet Letter-is peculiarly American and manifest in the private eye novel." See his Saint With a Gun: 
The Unlawful American Private Eye (New York: New York University Press, 1974), 5, 8. 
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Depression, the demand for cheap and accessible entertainment helped make the action, 
adventure, and crime-oriented pulp fiction industry profitable. 90 Between the 1930s and 
the 1950s, genre authors such as Dashiell Hammett and Mickey Spillane promulgated 
political ideologies ranging from far left to far right. 91 Crime-laden film noir was a 
dominant genre in the late 1940s and early 1950s, and both radio and early television 
shows offered, in addition to variety shows and Westerns, hard-boiled police procedurals 
such as "Dragnet." The principle way in which the crime comics of the period 1942-1955 
differed from their predecessors, such as the true detective pulps of the 1930s, was in 
their sheer accessibility-their numerous pictures and captions offered something akin to 
immediate experience, much as the true crime films of the early 1930s did. The recasting 
of newspaper and magazine accounts of criminal depravity into comic book form proved 
wildly successful. By 1942 over one-third of comic books were read by adults, 
particularly servicemen, and the recently created title Crime Does Not Pay was soon 
selling over one million copies per month. 92 
Hard-boiled detective fiction, gangster movies and true crime comic books all 
revealed fascinating connections between money, crime, power and corruption. 93 Literary 
90 Ron Goulart, The Dime Detectives (New York: The Mysterious Press, 1988), 74. 
91 O'Brien, Hardboiled America, 66-79, 95-100, 102. Spillane began his career in comic books. 
See Joe Simon and Jim Simon, The Comic Book Makers (Lebanon, NJ: Vanguard Productions, 2003), 26. 
Spillane was parodied by Feldstein in EC's Panic 1 (Feb-Mar 1954), in a story titled "My Gun Is the Jury!" 
which served as the pretext for an obscenity arrest in New York City. See Von Bemewitz and Geissman. 
Tales ofTerror!, 172 . 
92 Benton, Crime Comics, 21. 
93 Haut, Pulp Culture, 9. There are many explications of this theme in critical literature. See, for 
example, Norman Cousins, The Pathology of Power (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1987), 23-4. Stuart 
Ewen speaks to the 1920s trend of the influence of the market economy, in the form of magazine 
advertising, upon the hierarchy of the family in Captains of Consciousness. Marshall McLuhan addressed 
the dehumanizing and mechanizing aspects of popular culture in The Mechanical Bride: Folklore of 
critic Edmund Wilson, no fan of the detective genre, in speaking of its rise between the 
great wars, was even more explicit in attempting to explain the source of its appeal: 
38 
The world during those years was ridden by an all-pervasive guilt and by a 
fear of impending disaster which it seemed hopeless to try to avert because it 
never seemed conclusively possible to pin down the responsibility .... [T]he 
supercilious and omniscient detective ... knows exactly where to fix the guilt.94 
EC publisher William Gaines's crime books, Crime Suspenstories and Shock 
Suspenstories, offered an even more overt cultural critique of the social order.95 At the 
very least, these publications interested their readers and attracted negative attention from 
reactionary tastemakers insofar as they constituted "a reaction against the culture's 
acquiescence to the social factors that induce paranoia." 96 The nihilistic genre of true 
crime may have constituted a demotic form of "counter-language" which dealt with the 
"Alien Other" in a way that spoke to how ordinary Americans perceived the world. 97 
The popularity of this genre may have been seen, by its critics, as a threat to the stability 
of the social order of the day, which depended upon the valuing of a patriotic sense of 
Industrial Man (New York: Vanguard Press, 1951). Some of articles in that book were originally published 
in Neurotica; see Neurotica: 1948-1951 . 
94 Edmund Wilson, A Literary Chronicle: 1920-1950 (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 
1956), 343-4. 
95 Of all of Gaines's "New Trend" titles, Shock SuspenStories was to prove the most problematic. 
As Bill Spicer and Bhob Stewart put it, "In its recognition and refraction of such writers as Cornell 
Woolrich, Katherine MacLean, Bennett Cerf, A.E. van Vogt, Damon Knight, Miriam Allen Deford and 
H.P. Lovecraft, EC peeled to the core of American popular culture. And EC was, in turn, recognized and 
absorbed by latter-day creative talents, including Stephen King, Ralph Bakshi, Jerry Garcia, Larry Hama, 
George Romero, Max Collins, Thomas Tryon, Ken Grimwood, the Firesign Theater, Berni Wrightson, 
Walter Hill, John Carpenter, George Carlin, Jack Nicholson and Frank Zappa ... Unlike the horror/science 
fiction/war books, though, Shock was a themeless mutation. Initially launched as a sampler of the entire EC 
lineup, it occupies a place of arguable influence in comparison with.the rest of their output." See notes to 
Shock SuspenStories 10 (August-September 1953), reprinted in Shock SuspenStories Volume Two (West 
Plains, MO: Russ Cochran, Publisher, 1981). 
96 As Haut also observes "Needing political and economic scapegoats, the Cold War had little 
time for dissidents"--a factor which may have added to Gaines's woes. Haut, Pulp Culture, 18, 108. 
97 Fiedler, What Was Literature?, 68-70. 
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purpose. A rationale for such a reactionary temperament has been posited in Pierre 
Bourdieu's theory that, " .. .individuals or groups in decline endlessly reinvent the 
discourse of all aristocracies, essentialist faith in the eternity of natures, celebration of 
tradition and the past, the cult of history and its rituals, because the best they can expect 
from the future is the return of the old order, from which they expect the restoration of 
their social being. "98 
It is clear that from the 1920s to the present day, media producers, publishers, and 
advertisers have sought to profit by peddling those products which suited the desires and 
needs of the American consumer. Invariably, these consumers identified most with, and 
spent their disposable income upon, those products whose content best represented the 
changing times and reflected back to them the conditions of contemporary life.99 
Therefore, challenges to old customs and moral conventions would inevitably also be 
reflected in such offerings. 100 During the late 1940s and early 1950s, those influential 
policy makers, opinion leaders and educators who celebrated traditional forces seldom 
sought to ban objectionable content outright, since doing so would interfere with the 
forces of market capitalism. Instead, they chose the path of regulation, which would 
presumably act to make the content less harmful in its ability to influence the behavior of 
impressionable people-particularly children. In the 1950s, the lowly comic-book 
98 Bourdieu, Distinction, 111. 
99 Ewen, in Captains of Consciousness, focuses on the 1920s; see Thomas Frank, The Conquest of 
Cool: Business Culture, Counter Culture, and the Rise of Hip Consumerism (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1997), for a discussion of the phenomenon as it relates to the advertising of the 1960s. 
10° Cohen, summarizing the works of influential postwar critics such as Galbraith, Riesman, 
Marcuse and Bell, concludes that in the postwar period, "mass consumption had become a central defining 
engine, not simply of the American economy but of its politics and culture as well." See A Consumer's 
Republic, 10-1 I. 
medium, which was beginning to publish content that challenged the status quo, fell 
victim to this ameliorating tendency. 
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CHAPTER4 
THE COMIC BOOK AND ITS ORIGINS IN THE COMIC STRIP AND PULP 
LITERATURE 
41 
Comic books, which arose from the comic strip, also had historically close 
connections to so-called "pulp" literature. 101 In tracing their origins, I will show in what 
ways comic books were divided into genre categories similar to those of the pulps, and to 
what extent they arose from and were also influenced by other types of mass media, 
particularly comic strips. I will also discuss the history of the development of the comic 
book industry in the years 1938 through 1947, then conclude with a discussion of how 
that development led to the rise of the EC publishing firm under William Gaines. 
The principal action-oriented comic book genres had recognizable antecedents in 
both the action-adventure comic strip and the pulps. 102 In the United States, the category 
of "low" literature called, from time to time, "penny fiction," "dime novels," and "the 
pulps" has had its detractors since its inception. Educators, parents, and librarians have all 
condemned such popular formats as illiterate, harmful, undesirable, even obscene. 103 
Such a condemnatory impulse by both secular and religious authorities can be traced 
back to a time shortly after the colonization of America had gotten underway in earnest. 
As early as the 1640s Puritanism prevailed in Massachusetts, and other New England 
states. As early as the 1730s John Peter Zenger's use of satire in his Weekly Journal was 
one of the factors cited in bringing about attempts to suppress it. 104 Upon achieving 
101 For more on the connection between the pulps and the comic book, see James Steranko, The 
Steranko History of Comics (Reading, PA: Supergraphics, 1970), 14-33. 
102 See Ron Goulart, The Adventurous Decade (New Rochelle, NY: Arlington House, 1975); Ron 
Goulart, Cheap Thrills: An Informal History of the Pulp Magazine (New Rochelle, NY: Arlington House, 
1972); Digby Diehl, Tales From the Crypt:The Official Archives (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1996), 13. 
103 See especially West, Children, 8-30. 
104 David E.E. Sloane, ed. American Humor Magazines and Comic Periodicals (New York: 
Greenwood Press, 1987), xvii. 
independence, the American colonies seesawed between notions of individual liberty 
promulgated by the radical British Whig politician John Wilkes, and the conception of 
social control favored by property-owners . 
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The rise of mass media began early in America's history. Thomas Paine's 
polemicist pamphlet Common Sense, published in 1776, was a phenomenal best-seller, 
"read by or to almost every white American." 105 The last-named component of President 
John Adams's Naturalization, Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798 sought, ultimately 
unsuccessfully, to put a damper on free expression that threatened the social order. 106 
Throughout the 1800s the new nation was feeling its way toward a conception of itself. 
"The dismissal of the state" may be "a deeply ingrained American trait," 107 yet although 
its people cherished liberty, they--and their leaders--feared anarchy. As a result, 19th 
century American literature and journalism tended to be both highly politicized yet at the 
same time adopted a reverential attitude toward the founding fathers. 108 In the wake of 
the first Red Scare, in the 1920s, there was a loosening of morality, but the second Red 
Scare, following the Second World War, saw a re-empowerment of influential secular 
and religious authorities. 
105 Samuel Eliot Morrison and Henry Steele Commager, The Growth of the American Republic 
Volume One (New York: Oxford University Press, 1962), 188. In the first three months following its 
publication on January 101\ 1776, the anonymously published pamphlet sold over 100,000 copies. See 
"Common Sense," in Max J. Herzberg, The Reader's Encyclopedia of American Literature (New York: 
Thomas Y. Crowell, 1962), 197, and "Common Sense" in James D. Hart, The Oxford Companion to 
American Literature (New York: Oxford University Press, 1965), 172. 
106 Morrison and Commager, Growth, 363-5. 
107 Michael Wallace, "The Uses of Violence in American History," in Nicholas Cords and Patrick 
Gerster. eds. Myth and the American Experience, vol. 2 (New York: Glencoe Press, 1973), 401. 
108 See William A. Bryan, George Washington in American Literature 1775-1865 (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1952), 190,229; Michael Kammen, Mystic Chords of Memory: The 
Transformation of Tradition in American Culture (New York: Knopf, 1991), 65; and Michael Kammen, A 
Season of Youth: The American Revolution and the Historical Imagination (New York: Knopf, 1978), 
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The adventure geme, in both comic strips and comic books, originated in the 
United States with weekly newspaper supplements featuring popular fiction. By the 
1840s, the steam press, the railroads, and favorable postal rates for the mailing of such 
periodical literature contributed to its success. In 1860 dime novels arose as spin-offs to 
the weekly papers and were read in great numbers by soldiers of the Union Army during 
the Civil War. 109 Frarik Munsey's "cheap fiction weekly for boys and girls," The Golden 
Argosy, debuted in December of 1882, and this development marked the beginnings of 
pulp literature as we know it. All the subsequent major pulp genres--so-called because of 
their cheap paper--first appeared in the Argosy, which, by 1896, had "turned to adult 
adventure stories." 110 These gemes eventually carried over to comic strips and, more 
significantly, to comic books which, at least initially, were compilations of comic 
strips. 111 By the 1920s and 1930s, the pulps were phenomenally popular; they began their 
decline in the late 1930s, supplanted in part by the rise of the comic book. The pulps, as a 
genre, were to last until 1955. 112 
Historians trace the origins of the present-day comic strip from cave paintings to 
Egyptian and Mayan hieroglyphs, through the Bayeaux tapestry, to the Italian Fresco 
paintings of Fra DeArigelico. 113 However, as a practical matter, individual artists of some 
renown such as Heironymous Bosch had produced fantastical works which were akin to 
the comic strip; Hogarth pioneered the manufacture of mass produced, serially published 
graphic arts, and Gillray, Daumier, Rowlandson, Goya and Topffer all contributed to the 
109 Crawford claims the Beadle Dime Novel as the first such. See his Encyclopedia of Comic 
Books, 428, 430. 
110 Haut, Pulp Culture, 204, n. 8. 
111Goulart, Cheap Thrills, 10-12. 
112 Les Daniels, Marvel: Five Fabulous Decades of the World's Greatest Comics (New York: 
Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1991), 23. 
113 Weist, Greatest Comic Books, 20. 
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development of the form. After the development of the political cartoon, as early as 1754 
in the British Colonies, came comic art in periodicals, most notably in London, with 
Hogarth's contributions to The Cornick Magazine in 1796, and, in Paris, with Charivari 
in 1838, followed three years later by Punch: The London Charivari, which in tum by 
1863 had spawned numerous American imitators. 114 Finally, the newspaper comic strip 
and the animated cartoon as we know them in the United States began at the end of the 
nineteenth century, followed by the modem-day comic book in the 1930s.115 Newspaper 
comic strips effectively originated in 1896,116 with Outcault's "Hogan's Alley," also 
known as "The Yellow Kid." 117 Although daily comic strips were published as early as 
1898, and attempts were first made to establish them in Claire Briggs' "A Piker Clerk" 
from 1904, the first continuously published daily strip, Bud Fisher's "Mr. A. Mutt Starts 
114 Much of the preceding information has been drawn from Jerry Robinson, The Comics: 
An Illustrated History of Comic Strip Art (New York: Putnam, 1974), 14-22. Also see Denis 
Gifford, The International Book of Comics (New York: Crescent, 1982), 8; Denis Gifford, 
Victorian Comics (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1976), 6. 
115 On these see Kunzie, The Early Comic Strip. and John A. Lent, ed. Pulp Demons : 
International Dimensions of the Postwar Anti-Comics Campaign (Madison NJ: Fairleigh Dickinson 
University Press, 1999) . The scope of this present work precludes a discussion of the development of the 
cartoon and comic strip in Europe, the development of the comic book in United Kingdom or elsewhere, or 
of animated cartoons such as Disney's Silly Symphonies or the Warner Brothers' Loony Tunes. A well-
balanced account of Disney's impact in the 1920s can be found in Leonard Maltin's Of Mice and Magic: 
A History of American Animated Cartoons (New York: Plume, 1980), 29-36. 
116 See Bill Blackbeard in R. F. Outcault, The Yellow Kid: A Centennial Celebration of the Kid 
Who Started the Comics (Northhampton, MA: Kitchen Sink Press, 1995), 35. (Incidentally, Outcault's 
second significant creation, Buster Brown, was the progenitor of a merchandising boom which predates 
that of Disney's Mickey Mouse by nearly 30 years.) 
117 Comic-book critic, social commentator and folklorist Gershon Legman disagrees with this 
commonly held notion: He maintains that "The modem comic book had been achieved in Hogarth's 
"Harlot's Progress" (1732), in Rodolphe Topffer's "Histoires"--pirated in the 1840's as the first American 
comic books--and in full color and all in "The Fool's Paradise" published by Hotten in London about 1873; 
but only the strips flourished until the 1930's." See Gershon Legman, "The First Comic Books in America: 
Revisions and Reflections." American Notes and Queries 5 (January 1946): 149. Also see Gershon 
Legman, Love & Death: A Study in Censorship (New York: Breaking Point, 1949), 29-30. Legman 
confirms what many subsequent historians, such as David Kunzie, have also maintained-that the potential 
for what we regard as the modem comic strip existed centuries before the actual form coalesced. See 
Kunzie, The Early Comic Strip, passim. For a nuanced and illustrated argument which recapitulates many 
of Legman's points, see Scott McCloud, Understanding Comics, 7-21. 
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to Play the Races," debuted on November 15, 1907. By 1915, daily strips were a 
recognizable phenomenon; they were firmly established by the 1920s. The morning 
newspapers tended to carry strips geared toward children; the afternoon editions 
published more adult fare, including some seminal adventure strips that were to entertain 
adults during the Depression years. 118 
Certainly as early as 1906, with comic strip (and later animation) pioneer Winsor 
McKay's "Little Nemo in Slumberland," the comic strip emerged, not only in its 
recognizable modem form, but also as a recognizably unique format for telling pictorially 
narrative, as opposed to illustrated textual, stories.119 However, comic strips in the first 
two decades of the 20th Century were largely farcical in nature. As comics historian Bill 
Blackbeard notes, lowbrow humor and burlesque suspense formed the mainstays of the 
Sunday supplement from its inception. 120 Even those strips with elements of the 
picaresque, such as Bud Fisher's "Mutt and Jeff," were intended to be humorous, 
although, as early as 1910, Harry Hershfield's "Desperate Desmond" presented readers 
with a continuity strip. 121 The movie serial itself only debuted in 1912, with "What 
Happened to Mary." 122 The serious adventure continuity arose in the 1920s and is 
significant because this-by necessity-serially published genre formed a bridge 
between comic strip and comic book. Sidney Smith's popular strip "The Gumps" began 
in 1917 as a domestic strip, but, by the early 1920s, its Sunday continuities formed the 
basis for the adventure strip. 123 Ed Wheelan's "Minute Movies," a homage to silent film 
118 Bill Blackbeard, Dale Crain and James Vance, eds., 100 Years of Comic Strips (New York: 
Barnes and Noble Books, 2004), 26-7. 
119 Carrier, The Aesthetics of Comics, 28; Inge, Comics as Culture, 33. 
120 Blackbeard, et al., l 00 Years of Comic Strips, 24. 
121 Coulton Waugh, The Comics (New York: Macmillan, 1947), 211. 
122 Mike Conroy, 500 Great Comic Book Action Heroes (Hauppage, NY: Barron's Educational 
Series, Inc., 2003), 10. 
123 Goulart, The Adventurous Decade, 20-24. 
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adventure serials, began in 1918 and is regarded as the first serious adventure 
continuity. 124 1924 saw the introduction of a significant serial adventure strip, Roy 
Crane's "Washington Tubbs II." 125 Harold Grey's "Little Orphan Annie" was also first 
published in that year. However, many of these strips still relied more or less heavily 
upon elements of comic relief. Following Lindbergh's 1927 successful solo transatlantic 
flight, two aviation themed strips, "Tailspin Tommy" and "Tim Tyler's Luck," began in 
1928.126 On January 7, 1929, characters from the pulps were introduced to the comic 
strip: both Tarzan and Buck Rogers made their debuts. 121 On January 17, 1929, Elzie 
Segar introduced the superhuman Popeye to the readers of his serial adventure strip 
"Thimble Theater," which had begun in 1919.128 In 1931, Chester Gould's hard-boiled 
detective "Dick Tracy" brought depression-era crime and gore to the comic strip. 129 
Tracy's popularity was significant in that it proved there was a large and enthusiastic 
market for continuity strips, also represented by science-fiction themed strips such as 
124 Waugh, The Comics, 211-2; Martin Sheridan, Comics and Their Creators: Life Stories of 
American Cartoonists (n.p. : Hale, Cushman & Flint, Inc., 1942), 19, 139; Robert C. Harvey, The Art of 
the Funnies: An Aesthetic History (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1994), 161. 
125 Harvey, Art of the Funnies ,25. 
126 Conroy, Action Heroes, 10. 
127 The genre conventions of the adventure strip were also to become those of the first comic 
books to present original material, "in keeping with the escapist thrust of Depression-era popular culture." 
See Savage, Commies, 4-7. 
128 See Bill Blackbeard, "The First (Arf-Arf!) Superhero of them All," in Richard Lupoff and Don 
Thompson, eds. All In Color For a Dime (New York: Ace Books, 1970), 94; Sheridan, Comics, 213. 
129 Jay Maeder makes a case for Dick Tracy as the first comic strip to offer "morbid thrills". By 
late 1933, Gould's violent comic strip had attracted a good deal of criticism; one rival later referred to him 
as "Chester Ghoul". And, beginning in November 1942, "L'il Abner" cartoonist Al Capp made a virtual 
cottage industry of parodying Gould's excesses in his comic strip within a comic strip "Fearless Fosdick," 
as documented by Max Allen Collins in Al Capp, Li'l Abner Dailies Volume Ten: 1944, (Princeton, WI: 
Kitchen Sink Press, 1990), 9. See Jay Maeder, Dick Tracy :The Official Biography (New York: Plume, 
1990), 11, 31. For further examples of the strip, see Herb Galewitz, ed. The Celebrated Cases of Dick 
Tracy 1931-1951 (New York: Chelsea House, 1980), and Max Allen Collins and Dick Locher, eds., The 
Dick Tracy Casebook: Favorite Adventures 1931-1990 (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1990). For a useful 
essay on the topic, see Arthur Braes, "Dick Tracy: The Early Years." Journal of Popular Culture 25, no. 4 
(Spring 1992): 97-121. 
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"Buck Rogers," and "Flash Gordon," all of which were to become the early mainstay of 
the comic book. 130 
Although adventure continuities influenced many of ECs' artists, one can also 
detect the influence of the early comic strip upon ECs thematic combination of gratuitous 
and almost gleefully sadistic cruelty yoked to an almost mawkish sense of social 
conscience. Jocular sadism is seen in Charles Kahles's "Billy Bounce" (1904); social 
conscience can be spotted in Winsor McKay's "Little Nemo In Slumberland" continuity 
of 1908, as well as in a 1913 example of John Gruelle's "Mr. Twee Dweedle." 131 
The first American collection of "comic strips and cartoons," A.B. Frost's Stuff 
and Nonsense, appeared in 1884; newspaper strips in comic book form first appeared as 
early as 1897. 132 But the pioneer effort in mass-marketing the comic book, discounting 
the notorious, pornographic "Tijuana Bibles," was George Delacourt's abortive 1929, 36-
issue run of Dell Publishing Company's The Funnies, "the first regular comics magazine 
to be published and sold on newsstands." 133 In 1933, Harry Wildenberg, faced with a 
depression-era need to keep the presses at Eastern Color running, created the Proctor and 
13° For more on the influence of adventure continuities on the early comic book, see Steranko, 
History of Comics, 5-13; Weist, Greatest Comic Books, 18. For full-color examples of these adventure 
strips and others, see Bill Blackbeard and Martin Williams, eds. The Smithsonian Collection of Newspaper 
Comics (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1977), 185-6, 188, and passim. Also see 
Robert C. Dille.,ed. The Collected Works of Buck Rogers in the 25th Century (New York: Chelsea House, 
1969). 
131 Blackbeard, et al., 100 Years of Comic Strips, 69, 72, 94. 
132 See Thierry Smolderen, "Preface," in A.B. Frost, A.B. Frost: An Anthology (Seattle, WA : 
Fantagraphics Books, 2003), 5, 11. Also see Gifford, American Comic Strip Collections, l, 3-4. However, 
see Robert C. Harvey, Art of the Comic Book, 275 n.1 for a discussion of whether this date is accurate or 
based on speculation. In any event, by 1897 cartoonist R.F. Outcault had published a mostly-reprint 
collection of"Yellow Kid" strips, The Yellow Kid in McFadden's Flats. See Bill Blackbeard, "The Yellow 
Kid As Curio," in Outcault, The Yellow Kid, 127-8; Steranko, "The Ages of Comics" in Weist, Greatest 
Comic Books, 12, and Weist, Greatest Comic Books, 79. In 1899, F. M. Howarth's anthology, titled 
Funny Folks, was "the first book to focus on sequential narrative cartoons." See Harvey, Art of the Comic 
Book, 3; Charles Wooley, Wooley's History of the Comic Book 1899-1936 (Lake Buena Vista, FL: 
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Gamble-sponsored giveaway one-shot Funnies on Parade, of which one million copies 
were printed. It was "the first four-color periodical to be published in a format similar to 
the comic books of today," and "the father of the modem comic magazine ... a casual 
assembly of currently popular Sunday comic pages." 134 In September 1933, Max Gaines 
devised the Wheatena one-shot giveaway Famous Funnies: A Carnival of Comics, 
followed by his hundred-page Century of Comics, "an advertising premium to promote 
juvenile interest in Kinney Shoe Stores [and other companies]." In February of 1934, 
George Delacorte arranged to sell a print run of 35,000 copies of Famous Funnies: Series 
l through chain stores at 10 cents a copy. Following this successful trial run, Eastem's 
Famous Funnies: The Nation's Comic Monthly, "the true father of all American Comic 
Books," appeared on news stands in May 1934, cover-dated July. 135 This 64-page, four-
color comic book also sold for ten cents on newsstands, but featured no original 
material. 136 "When there were no premier strips left to recycle," Major Wheeler-
Nicholson's tabloid-sized New Fun became the first four-color comic book to feature 
previously unpublished comic strips. 137 It was cover-dated February 1935, and was later 
to be called More Fun. 138 Such was the growing success of the new format that the first 
"shop" to mass-produce comic books was opened in the summer of 1936 by ex-
advertising agent Harry "A" Chesler. His shop also accepted unsolicited material, 
including the contributions of a writer-artist team of two Cleveland teenagers named 
Jerry Siegel and Jerome Schuster. 
134 Weist, Greatest Comic Books, 20. 
135 Weist, ibid., 43; Gerald Jones, Men of Tomorrow: Geeks, Gangsters, and the Birth of the 
Comic Book (New York: Basic Books, 2004), I 00. 
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Early in 1937 Donenfeld and Wheeler-Nicholson formed Detective Comics, Inc. 
The initial issue of Detective Comics, cover-dated March 1937, was among the first to 
gather all-new single-themed material and present it in four colors. Wheeler-Nicholson 
lost control of his titles around February 1938; by June his assets were "purchased ... at a 
bankruptcy auction" by his former printer and business partner Harry Donenfeld, who, 
with his partner, Russian-born Jacob Liebowitz, founded Detective Comics, also known 
as DC Comics. By May of 1938 Action Comics first appeared; the first issue, cover-dated 
June, featured a creation by Siegel and Shuster, who had been peddling their idea for a 
newspaper strip for years. A cut and paste job performed on their sample strips brought 
forth the first, and still the most widely known comic book superhero, Superman. By 
1940, monthly sales figures of 1,250,000 for Superman (and 900,000 for Action Comics 
in 1941) had already inspired many super-imitators. The superhero geme was popular 
with children, adolescents and servicemen, flourished from its inception to the end of the 
Second World War, and survives to the present day. 139 
In April, 1939, the same month as Bob Kane and Bill Finger's Batman debuted in 
Detective Comics 27 (May 1939),140 Max Gaines teamed up with Liebowitz and 
Donenfeld to produce his own comic book, All American Comics. His company, 
published "under the umbrella of' DC, and was later to be known as the All-American 
line. 141 Its most significant character was psychologist William Moulton Marston's 
139 Gifford, ibid., 123-26, 155-6, 168-9; Les Daniels, DC Comics: A Celebration of the World's 
Favorite Comic Book Characters (New York: Watson-Guptill Publications, 2003), 14-18, 21-23; 
Steranko, History of Comics, 39. It is not generally known that "In his earliest adventures, Superman was 
a reformer. .. [ with] a serious social conscience ... [ even] fighting corruption in the United States 
Government." Also see Weist, Greatest Comic Books, 18; Mike Catron, "DC Comics Pioneer Jack 
Liebowitz Dies at 100," The Comics Journal Online (December 11, 2000), http://www.tcj,com/ 
3_online/n_liebobit.htrnl (22 April 2005). 
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141 Gifford, Collections, 188-9; Ted White, "The SpawnofM.C. Gaines," inLupoffand 
Thompson, eds., All In Color, 22, 31; Daniels, DC Comics, 21; Weist, Greatest Comic Books, 
18. 
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Wonder Woman, which first appeared in All-Star 8 (December 1941). 142 In 1932 Martin 
Goodman and Louis Silberkleit formed Western Fiction Publishing, and the two men 
published pulp Westerns until parting ways in 1934. Goodman continued publishing 
pulps until at least 1944, but sensing the new trend, got into comic books with Timely's 
Marvel Comics; most issues were cover dated November 1939, and featured Bill 
Everett's Sub Mariner and Carl Burgos's Human Torch. 143 Joe Simon and Jack Kirby 
created Captain America for the same outfit in January 1941. 144 
MLJ comics was founded in 1939 and by November had produced the first issue 
of Blue Ribbon Comics. Incorporating the first initials of its founders, it was headed by 
Morris Coyne, Louis Silberkleit, and John Goldwater. By issue four, artist Charles Biro 
was lured away from the Chesler shop to work on the title. 145 By January 1940 the first 
issue of Goldwater's Pep comics, featuring the ultra-patriotic character The Shield, 
appeared. John Goldwater soon became sole head ofMLJ, which eventually became 
Archie Comics, Inc. 146 
Fawcett Publications' Whiz Comics #2 was cover-dated February 1940; it was 
named after a well-known, slightly smutty humor publication called Captain Billy's 
142 Steran.ko, History of Comics, 71-2. 
143 Some issues bore the original cover-date of October. Weist, Greatest Comic Books, 32. 
144 At various times Goodman's line was known as Atlas, Timely or Marvel. Marvel is the uniform 
name now generally used to designate his publications. See Daniels, Marvel, 18, 23; Don Thompson, "OK, 
Axis, Here We Come!" in Lupoff and Thompson, All In Color, 121; Simon and Simon. The Comic Book 
Makers, 42-3; Ronin Ro, Tales to Astonish: Jack Kirby, Stan Lee and the American Comic Book 
Revolution (New York: Bloomsbury, 2004), 20; Weist, Greatest Comic Books, 42; Steran.ko, History of 
Comics, 53, 57. 
145 Perhaps Goldwater was to remember his early affiliation with Biro in 1954, when helping to 
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146 Gifford, 201-3; Pep Comics Number 22, cover dated December 1941, marked the first 
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Whiz-Bang.This first issue of Whiz featured Dick Parker and C.C. Beck's Captain 
Marvel, whose adventures were "an instant hit with children." 147 By 1946 the twice-
monthly Captain Marvel Adventures had an estimated circulation of nearly 1,500,000. 148 
One publisher, Albert Kanter, wanted comics to address educational concerns, 
and his Gilbertson Publications brought out adaptations of the classics, Classic Comics, 
eventually called Classics Illustrated, beginning in October 1941. 149 Dell, in addition to 
its line of innocuous line of comic strip reprints, produced a comic book genre first, War 
Comics, in May of 1940; Quality's Military Comics was another early combat-themed 
comic book. 150 Other publishers were less idealistic. To appeal to the interests of an 
older audience, more adult fare, adapted directly from pulp titles such as Jungle Stories, 
Planet Stories, and Wings Stories, was also published in the comic book format within a 
few years of the comic book's debut. Thurman T. Scott, publisher of the Fiction House 
line of pulps, contracted with Will Eisner and Jerry Iger's comic book studio to provide 
both interior artwork and covers--many featuring scantily-clad damsels in distress--for 
the first Science Fiction comic book and the first "Jungle" comic book, Planet Comics 
147 Dick Lupoff, "The Big Red Cheese," in Lupoff and Thompson, All In Color, 70; Weist, 
Greatest Comic Books, 34. Much of the success of the character was owing to the collaboration of artist 
C.C. Beck and writer Otto Binder. See Steranko, History of Comics 2, 8, 12. 
148 Captain Wilford H.Fawcett began compiling and publishing "Captain Billy's Whiz Bang" in 
May of 1919. It lasted until about 1943. For a representative cover circa 1920, see Lupoff, The Great 
American Paperback, 172. Lupoffnotes "[T]his little gags 'n' gals magazine ... led to a string of pulp, 
confession and slick magazines (True), [and] comic books .... " For more on "Captain Billy's Whiz-Bang," 
see Roy Thomas, "Captain Billy's Whiz-Gang!" in Lupoff and Thompson, All In Color, 212-13, and 
especially Sloane, American Humor Magazines, 40-44. 
149 For a full account, see Michael Sawyer, "Albert Lewis Kanter and the Classics: The 
Man Behind the Gilbertson Company." Journal of Popular Culture 20, no. 4 (Spring 1987): 1-
18.Weist, Greatest Comic Books, 49. Critic Gershon Legman had little good to say about Classics 
Illustrated and other educational comic books. "In the educational comic ... not only is murder no 
longer a crime ... murder is rewarded. Murder is heroic." Love & Death, 38. Marshall McLuhan 
makes a similar point in The Mechanical Bride, 29-31. 
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and Jungle Comics, both cover dated January 1940.151 In the post-war period, the Iger 
studio provided Fiction House with "sexually suggestive and sadomasochistic images" 
calculated to appeal to male libidos. 152 
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The October 1936 issue of Eastern (later Dell)'s Famous Funnies could be called 
the first crime comic book, since it reprinted the short-lived, FBI-vetted G-Man comic 
strip "War on Crime," which had debuted in May of that year. 153 But it was in the spring 
of 1942 that publishing partners Arthur Bernhard and Lev Gleason brought forth the first 
continuously published true crime comic book, distinguished from the detective genre by 
its focus on the telling the story from the point of view of the criminal protagonist. 154 
This was the soon to be widely imitated Crime Does Not Pay. devised by, Charles Biro 
and Bob Wood, which, from its inception, was geared more toward adults than 
children. 155 Bernhard and Gleason published their books-notably Daredevil , and a spin-
off title, Crime and Punishment --under the name Comic House. Lev Gleason was "a 
bonafide Communist," and his distastefully violent crime comics featured, as palliatives, 
moralistic introductions and epilogues condemning criminals, but less scrupulous 
publishers were not so circumspect. 156 In particular, Victor Fox's line of crime titles was 
considered perhaps the most tasteless and objectionable, particularly Crimes By 
151 Weist, Greatest Comic Books, 51, 117. 
152 Bradford W. Wright, Comic Book Nation: The Transformation of Youth Culture in America 
(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001), 73. 
153 A picture of Famous Funnies number 27 appears in Ron Goulart, Comic Book Culture: An 
Illustrated History (Portland, OR: Collector's Press, 2000), 10. One "War on Crime" strip is reprinted in 
Benton, Crime Comics, 13-15. 
154 Steranko, "Ten Comics," in Weist, Greatest Comic Books, 9. 
155 Weist, Greatest Comic Books, 57. In May of 1947, it was Bernhard who formed Magazine 
Village and, with Jack Cole and Alex Kotzky, who had worked together on Cole's Plastic Man, was to 
publish the notorious "Murder, Morphine and Me" for True Crime Comics number two. 
156 In 1946 Gleason was investigated by the House Un-American Activities Committee for 
distributing books and magazines perceived as pro-Soviet. Jones, Men of Tomorrow, 193, 235. 
Women. 157 Fox, noticing how profitable Superman was, hired the Eisner-Iger studio to 
create a blatant imitation called Wonder Man, which appeared on newsstands with a 
cover-date of May 1939. Harry Donenfeld of DC sued for copyright infringement and 
won, and from 1939 to 1942 and from 1944 onwards, Fox was content to publish more 
adult-oriented superhero and jungle books. In the post-war period, Fox's 1946 Blue 
Beetle and his 194 7 Phantom Lady titles sought to cash in on the growingly popular 
crime comics wave, and these titles became ever more outrageously sex-and-violence 
oriented. 158 
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By 1944, "guys in army camps were starved for anything to read," 159 and so 
"almost any publisher who could get paper--rationed at the time--was thriving." The 
monthly sales ofDC's nineteen titles were 8,500,000 copies; Fawcett's eight titles sold 
4,500,000, MLJ's five titles sold nearly 2,000,000, and Quality (Plastic Man and eight 
other titles) sold over 1,500,000. Since a publisher's share of the ten-cent cover price of a 
comic book was six cents, major comic book publishers like DC (Superman) and Fawcett 
(Captain Marvel) were by 1945 making millions in profits per year. 
The dislocations immediately following the end of the Second World War were 
those of long-delayed production capability finally finding a market of newly prosperous 
consumers. With this consumer prosperity came a growing conservatism and distrust of 
157 The first issue of Crime Does Not Pay was cover dated June 1942. Benton, Crime Comics, 19-
21; Wright, American Comics, 80-83, 148, 155-56, 160. The first two issues of Fox's Murder 
Incorporated carried the cover line "For Adults Only," a proviso that was virtually guaranteed to entice 
children, and the label was removed only because newsstand vendors objected. 
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158 Gifford, 192, 195-6; Richard Ellington, "Me to Your Leader Take," in Lupoff and 
Thompson, All In Color, 41; Goulart, Comic Book Culture, 11-12, 26, 55, 77, 81, 100, 157, 
160, 173, 186; Wright, American Comics, 42-43, 50-55, 60-61, 70-73, 76-77, 88-89, 153; 
Harvey, Art of the Comic Book, 16-18, 21. For some sample Phantom Lady stories see Bill 
Black, Phantom Lady. 






The comic book business in this period reflected this wary 
conservatism, which was distrustful of innovations. 161 The decline of the superhero genre 
was one significant development of the postwar period. Superheroes, the favorites of 
soldiers and children, were on the wane; no new characters were successfully introduced 
between 1944 and 1956. 
162 
Fawcett and DC's postwar superhero titles "succumbed to the 
triumphalism of postwar America" and their adventures "de-emphasized social 
commentary in favor oflightheartedjuvenile fantasy." 163 Furthermore, the business itself 
was in turmoil. Because paper was no longer rationed, new publishers flooded the 
lucrative market with new titles and supply threatened to outstrip demand. The ensuing 
sales war virtually guaranteed that postwar comic books would become more lurid and 
scandalous than their largely patriotism-infused predecessors. 164 Though some publishers 
in the post-war period, such as MLJ/Archie, Dell, and National/DC, continued to market 
their more lighthearted and humorous stories to younger readers, Timely/Marvel vied for 
the adolescent market by introducing sexy female sidekicks into their superhero stories, 
and Fox and Fiction House pandered to the tastes of older readers with "true crime and 
sexy women." 165 
One of the new publishers in the postwar period, William Gaines, was the son of 
comic book pioneer Max Gaines. By 1944, Donenfeld had given 50 per cent of his share 
160 Eric F. Goldman, The Crucial Decade and After: America, 1945-1960 (New York: Vintage, 
1960), 11-12, 46-50; James T. Patterson, Grand Expectations: The United States, 1945-1974 (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1996), 59-60. 
161 Wright, Comic Book Nation, 59.Jones points out that many publishers, such as Liebowitz, had 
once been Socialists, and were especially wary of drawing unfavorable attention from the government. 
Jones, Men of Tomorrow, 235. 
162 Wright, 57-8. 
163 Wright, 59, 65. Steranko claims that Mort Weisinger was largely responsible for the retooling 
of the Superman title. See The Steranko History of Comics, 41. 
164 Savage, Commies, 12. 
165 Goulart, Comic Book Culture, 108, 111, 141; Wright, Comic Book Nation, 72-73. 
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of All-American to his accountant, Jack Liebowitz. Max Gaines wanted to publish more 
wholesome comics, "saw the end of the superhero fad coming," and also "wanted to get 
into something more durable, like children's books and magazines." 166 He also allegedly 
disagreed with the notion that the All-American line should carry more advertising, and 
so he sold his share of the company to Liebowitz for $500,000. Liebowitz then merged 
All-American and Detective Comics and organized National Comics. Max used the 
money to set up his own line, called EC or Educational Comics. Max Gaines was one of 
the few idealists in the business. While still with National, as early as 1941 Max had 
begun publishing the edifying (but commercially unsuccessful) Picture Stories From the 
Bible. 167 By 1945, publishing under the EC label, he had added Picture Stories From 
American History, World History, and Science, as well as superhero and western titles. 
Following his untimely death, his son William Gaines inherited his apparently moribund 
line, which he eventually re-named Entertaining Comics, retaining the EC label. 168 
By 1948 a new genre arose to stand beside crime and action-adventure: horror. 
The horror genre can be distinguished from the action-adventure and crime genres by its 
emphasis on the supernatural rather than the paranormal, and on the monster rather than 
the criminal as protagonist. The first continuously published horror comic book was 
Adventures Into the Unknown, published by one of the tamer of the new outfits, ACG 
166 Jones, Men of Tomorrow, 222-3. 
167 M.C. Gaines, ed. Picture Stories From the Bible: The Old Testament in Full-Color Comic-Strip 
Form (New York: Scarf Press, 1979). The original edition was published as a periodical by DC in 
December, 1943 as Picture Stories From the Bible: Complete Old Testament Edition. See Von Bemewitz 
and Geissman, Tales of Terror!, 35; Weist, Greatest Comic Books, 68. 
168 Max Gaines ran DC's All-American line (The Flash, Green Lantern) with Harry Donenfeld, 
who published the Detective Comics line (Superman, Batman). Ted White, "The Spawn ofM.C. Gaines," 
in Lupoffand Thompson, All In Color, 31; Jones, Men of Tomorrow, 223. Like his father, Bill Gaines had 
a code of ethics which was not strictly commercial; he was to use his profits from the horror and crime 
titles to subsidize his far less profitable war and science fiction lines. See Weist, Greatest Comic Books, 
68. 
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(American Comics Group) in autumn of 1948. 169 But the horror genre truly got its footing 
and became widely popular in 1950, with the publication of William Gaines's Crypt of 
Terror, Haunt of Fear and Vault of Horror. 
It might be fair to summarize four of the principal comic book genres of the early 
1950s by their formulas. The first genre, known as "romance," arose by September 1947 
out of a perceived need to appeal to female readers. 110 The waning superhero genre 
essentially combined science fiction conventions (invulnerability, alien worlds) with the 
detective genre, and its emphasis on crime-fighting. The true-crime genre was essentially 
an inverted police procedural, a sort of true-life folk tale with the villain as protagonist in 
place of the hero, but with virtually every other element of the traditional hero's quest 
intact or reversed. 111 The newly-emergent horror genre essentially resuscitated the Gothic 
tale. 112 Other popular genres included the western, war stories, the detective story, 
science fiction, and tales of true adventure-all of which had originated in the pulps. 173 
169 Mike Benton, The Illustrated History of Horror Comics, The Taylor History of Comics 
Number 1 (Dallas: Taylor Publishing, 1991), 90. Also see Michael Vance, Forbidden Adventures: The 
History of the American Comics Group (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1996). 
170 Weist, Greatest Comic Books, 55. Legman suggests the Romance comic arose from the need 
of the publishers of crime comics to divert criticism from their wares. See Legman, "By Popular Demand," 
45-47. However, Joe Simon claims that in 1947, he saw a possible market among the neglected "female 
population" for "a comic book version of the popular True Story magazine, with youthful, emotional, yet 
wholesome stories supposedly told in the first person by love-smitten teenagers." See Simon and Simon, 
Comic Book Makers, 110-13. For a selection of better than average 1949-1954 stories from the St. John's 
publishing group, see John Benson, Romance Without Tears: Stories by Dana Dutch (Seattle, WA: 
Fantagraphics, 2003). For more typical examples, see Naomi Scott, ed. Heart Throbs: The Best of DC 
Romance Comics (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1979). 
171 Harvey, Art of the Comic Book, 42. For an analysis of the respective roles of heroes and 
villains in the folktale, see Vladimir Propp, Morphology of the Folktale (Austin: University of Texas Press, 
1968), 25-65, especially pp. 30-35; also Martin Barker, "The Legacy of Vladimir Propp," in Comics: 
Ideology, Power, and the Critics (Manchester, England: Manchester University Press, 1989), 117-133. 
172 It should be mentioned that the horror genre combined elements of the Gothic novel, which had 
originated with Horace Walpole's Castle of Otranto in 1760, and added elements of science fiction 
(technology run amok) and the sort of supernatural tale of vengeance as old as Elizabethan drama (for 
instance, The Revenger's Tragedy). See Benton, Horror Comics, 90. Also see Vance, Forbidden 
Adventures, passim. 
57 
At least four other popular categories--"funny animals," "kid," "teenage," and "domestic" 
genres, were carried over, at least in part, from the comic strips 174 
Finally, one must also cite the influence of the "Tijuana Bible" on some of the 
less scrupulous publishers such as Fox, as well as on EC. These were pornographic 
parodies of comic strips, printed clandestinely, mostly from the 1930s to the 1950s.175 
These notorious booklets were also, to a significant degree, a precursor to, as well as an 
influence upon, both Mad and the "underground comics" of the 1960s. 176 
173 The War and Western genres both dated back to the earliest pulp fiction as well as to the early 
days of the comic book, and were usually variations on a formula: white hats/helmets vs, black. See 
Savage, Commies, 34-5, on how the Soviets displaced the Nazis as the principal enemies during the 
immediate postwar period. 
174 For example, see Jimmy Swinnerton's "Little Bears" (1897) and Oultcault's "Buster 
Brown" (1899), Carl Ed's "Harold Teen" (1930), and Chic Young's phenomenally successful 
"Blondie" (1930). Early on motion pictures were a popular subject of tribute or parody, and movie 
parodies formed a comic strip sub-genre which later formed a basis of the parody genre in comic 
books--notably, Ed Wheelan's "Minute Movies" (1918), Elzie Segar's "Thimble Theater" (1919), 
and Chester Gould's "Fillum Fables" (1927). Goulart, The Adventurous Decade, 15, 72. 
Wheelan's strip had originated as "Midget Movies". Harvey, Art of the Funnies, 161. "Kid" and 
"domestic" strips were direct carryovers from the comic strip; "funny animal," and "teenage" 
genres had developed by 1938 and 1942. Mike Benton, The Comic Book in America: An 
Illustrated History. (Dallas: Taylor Pub., 1989), 24, 35-7. 
175 A generous selection of 'eight-pagers' has been reprinted in Bob Adelson, Tijuana Bibles: Art 
and Wit in America's Forbidden Funnies, 1930s-1950s (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2004), and in ~ 
Pagers: Infamous Sex Comics of the 1930s: The Original Underground Comix: The Legendary, Notorious 
Tijuana Bibles! (n.p. : Ectoplasm Productions, 1993). Some representative panels also can be found in Les 
Daniel's Comix: A History of Comic Books in America (New York: Bonanza, 1971), and in Mark James 
Estren's A History of Underground Comics (New York: Straight Arrow, 1974). 
176 A diatribe published in the letter column of Mad 6, August-September 1953, shows the 
connection of Mad to the eight-pagers. " .. .I came across your so-called "mad" mag today, much to my 
disgust. How such a piece of filthy minded pictures and so-called stories can be printed and sold on 
newsstands to young innocent children I can't understand. Your product should be treated as an 8-pager." 
Many years later, William Gaines admitted that the letter was a hoax. One-time underground cartoonist Art 
Spiegelman claims, "The Tijuana Bibles weren't a direct inspiration for most ofus; they were a 
precondition." He adds, "The comics that galvanized my generation --the early Mad, the horror and 
science-fiction comics of the fifties -- were mostly done by guys who had been in their turn warped by 
those little books. As a matter of fact, though nobody has been eager to bring it up before, the Tijuana 
Bibles were the first real comic books in America to do more than merely reprint old newspaper strips, 
predating by five or ten years the format we've now come to think of as comics .... The Tijuana 
Bibles ... were clandestinely produced and distributed small booklets that chronicled the explicit sexual 
adventures of America's beloved comic-strip characters, celebrities, and folk-heroes .... they were also 
known as Eight-Pagers, Two-by-Fours, Gray-Backs,Bluesies, Jo-Jo Books, Tillie-and-Mac Books, 
Jiggs-and-Maggie Books, or simply as Fuck Books. They began appearing in the late twenties, flourished 
throughout the Depression years, and began to ... peter out after World War II.The books were apparently 
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When the newspaper comic strip first migrated to the comic book, particularly 
during the period 1929-193 7, there had been a certain degree of quality control in terms 
of content, since newspaper publishers were reluctant to print syndicated material that 
would cause large numbers of readers to complain and possibly cancel their newspaper 
subscriptions. However, by 1938 the comic book was almost entirely composed of 
original material and many publishers, some of them veterans of the pulp fiction industry, 
felt under no obligation to prevent objectionable material from appearing in their 
periodicals. 177 The rapid expansion of the industry in the late 1930s created chaotic 
conditions in which market contingencies were paramount. The more popular and 
lucrative that comic books became, the more their publishers sought to out-do one 
another. The tone of their content became even more vulgar, and as a result they began to 
attract more and more unfavorable notice. 
Under Bill Gaines, the EC comic book publishing firm arose in 1947 out of the 
same conditions which were instrumental in the formation of the industry as a whole. For 
a small firm, they offered, initially, at least, a variegated line which recapitulated the 
influence of the pulps, of comic periodicals, and of the comic strip, upon the industry as a 
whole. By 1950 the firm had implemented what was to be known as their "New Trend," 
discarding along the way their romance, true crime, superhero and western titles and 
ubiquitous in their heyday, a true mass medium .... Distribution was strictly under the counter. ... No one, of 
course, can say with certitude what the print runs were, but estimates range into the millions, since these 
illicit items could be bootlegged by anyone with access to a small printing press ( or even, for some 
editions, mimeograph or rubber-stamp equipment). There don't seem to be records of publishers or artists 
being prosecuted, though shipments and salesmen were occasionally seized. It's not clear whether these 
publications were Mom-and-Pop operations or actually controlled by organized crime." See Art 
Spiegelman, "Those Dirty Little Comics," in Adelman, Tijuana Bibles, 5-6. 
177 As Gershon Legman notes, many comic-book publishers were veterans of the rough-and-
tumble world of the pulps: "[There was] a background shift from sex-to-violence common to the biggest 
shots of the comics industry ... the Whiz bang Fawcetts, the Snappy Stories (now Superman) Donenfelds, 
&c ... the total achievement of these gentlemen was to substitute legal blood for illegal semen, crime for 
coitus, in the erotic comic book of a dozen years standing, quadrupling its size fearlessly as they brought it 
forth from under the counter, legal now in its sadism where it had been criminal then in its sex." Legman, 
Love & Death, 46. 
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offering up as replacements "hard" science fiction stories, meticulously researched war 
comics, noirish crime stories, and three comparatively new genres: horror, social 
commentary, and parodic satire. 178 These novel genres were to prove so successful that 
they led to imitation by other publishing firms, but they were also to draw unfavorable 
attention to the company, not only from the competing firms themselves but also, as shall 
be seen, from self-appointed cultural critics. 
178 Dwight Decker and Gary Groth. "An Interview With William M. Gaines." The Comics Journal 
81 (May 1983): 56, 60. To preserve their second-class mailing licenses, it was not uncommon for 
publishers to change in mid-stream the prior titles of periodicals which weren't selling well to something 
more in line with what the public wanted. True to this convention, EC's genre titles were continued from 
Gaines's less-than-spectacular romance, true-crime and western titles for EC. Specifically, Gunfighter 
became The Haunt of Fear; Saddle Romances became Weird Science; Crime Patrol became The Crypt of 
Terror and later Tales From the Crypt; Moon Girl became A Moon, a Girl. .. Romance which in tum 
became Weird Fantasy; a story in the last issue of Modem Love served as a precursor to Mad. See Von 
Bemewitz and Geissman, Tales of Terror!, 53, 56, 60, 62, 64, 97, 99, 115. 
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CHAPTER 5 
CRIME AND HORROR COMIC BOOKS: ORIGINS 
Judging from high sales figures and low rates of return by news vendors, 
excessively gruesome tales of horror and crime, in illustrated comic book form, had 
widespread appeal to a target audience of children, teens and young adults in the years 
1950-1955. There was little sense ofrestraint on the part of publishers such as Fawcett, 
Harvey, Timely/Atlas, and many others who were eager to exploit a cultural fad. 179 The 
boom in crime, horror, and other comic books came to an end in large part due to a 
Justice Department lawsuit brought against American News Company, the leading 
distributor in the industry, which led to its bankruptcy in early 1957, after which the 
industry nearly collapsed. 180 On top of this setback, the medium's content had been 
significantly diluted by another factor. A political response to long-standing complaints 
by parents, educators, and others had eventually led to the imposition of the Comics Code 
in 1954. The strictures of the Code had a lasting effect in promoting the juvenilization of 
the medium; it was also the reason that the equivalent of crime and horror comics failed 
to reach the same level of success even when market conditions in the 1960s and l 970s 
made them possible. 181 Some claim that the popularity of comic books was simply 
179 Weist, Greatest Comic Books, 65, 105. 
180 Jordan Raphael and Tom Spurgeon. Stan Lee and the Rise and Fall of the American 
Comic Book (Chicago: Chicago Review Press, Inc., 2003), 61; Lawrence Watt-Evans, "Horror 
Comics of the 1950s: the Other Guys," The Scream Factory no. 19, Summer 1997, 
http://www.evans.com/theotherguys.html (22 April 2005); Jones, Men of Tomorrow, 279. 
181 In the wake of the boom in underground "comix," in 1974 Phil Seuling began setting up a 
"direct market" distribution system "that would completely re-invent the way mainstream comic books 
were distributed." The traditional newsstand distribution of comic books began to be supplanted by their 
distribution via specialty shops, which sold comic books and related paraphernalia and were, therefore, not 
dependent on a mass audience but instead, catered to fans of the comic book. In 1972 the first chain of 
comic book stores was Comics and Cornix in Berkeley, California. Another early comic book store was 
Jerry Weist and Chuck Wooley's The Million Year Picnic in Cambridge, Massachusetts, founded in 1974. 
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overtaken by that of another medium: "Sales of the new sanitized, homogenized comics 
dropped precipitously by the end of the decade, though many observers attribute this less 
to censorship than to the advent of a formidable new contender for children's attentions: 
television. " 182 
Critic Lawrence Watt-Evans usefully debunks "the accepted wisdom" that EC 
invented horror comics, that their success with these had been so great that other 
publishers "slavishly but ineptly imitated them," that the move to censor comic books 
was aimed directly at EC, and that the Comics Code was designed to destroy EC. 
According to Watt-Evans: 
[E]very single author who had published anything about the horror comics 
of the 1950s had been a devoted acolyte of William M.Gaines, and accepted what 
Gaines said as the true history of horror comics. Which it wasn't, quite. I don't 
blame Gaines; he told his story as he remembered it. He was, however, biased, 
since he'd seen everything from the point of view ofE.C.'s publisher. And he'd 
never bothered to study up on any of this; after all, he'd been there, he'd seen it 
first-hand. 
Watt-Evans also seeks to unlink the connection between Wertham's anti-comic-
book polemic Seduction of the Innocent and McCarthyism: 
(Some fans lump the comics censorship movement with McCarthyism; 
this is inaccurate. Dr. W ertham was driven out of Germany as a suspected leftist 
and would hardly have been in McCarthy's camp, and the senator who went after 
comic books was Estes Kefauver, not McCarthy.) 
Finally, he points out it was not censorship but market imperatives which 
undermined the comic book industry: 
One sees a parallel in the rise of cable television and its concomitant niche programming in the 1980s and 
1990s. See Duin and Richardson. Comics Between the Panels, 126-7, 393-5; Weist, Greatest Comic 
Books, 30, 126. 
182 Kevin Baker. "Funny Business: The Crusade Against Comic Books," American Heritage 
July/August 2001, 20. Also see Cohen, A Consumer's Republic, 302-4. 
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... At very nearly the same time that the Code came in there was a major 
shake-up in the magazine distribution system--the American News Company, by 
far the largest distributor in North America, was liquidated by its stockholders. 
The result was that the other distributors didn't have the capacity to handle all the 
magazines being published, and were able to pick and choose which they would 
handle ... Naturally, they picked the more profitable ones .... 183 
Nevertheless, in the early 1950s, crime and horror comics were undeniably in the 
spotlight of criticism by parents, educators, psychiatrists, pundits and politicians. Those 
of William Gaines's EC line in particular came in for specific scrutiny, not only from 
critics such as Dr. Fredric Wertham, but also from politicians who apparently disliked 
Gaines's irreverent attitude. 184 
The crime comic book-particularly Lev Gleason's Crime Does Not Pay and 
other titles by competing publishers who followed in his wake--was in certain respects 
the two-dimensional equivalent of the gangster film of the early 1930s, with plots 
strongly influenced by and following a nearly identical trajectory to such rise-and-fall 
biographies. 185 Critic Thomas J. Roberts quotes W.H. Auden's judgment that the appeal 
of the thriller " .. .is the ethical. .. conflict between good and evil, between Us and 
Them. "186 Perhaps what worried reformers on both the left and right is that the emphasis 
was reversed to make the criminal the "Us," and the forces oflaw and order the "Them." 
183 Having read at least a dozen interviews with William Gaines, I concede that Watt-Evans has a 
point about his selective memory. However, Gaines remains the single most important figure in the whole 
controversy, if only by virtue of his appearance before the Senate Subcommittee. See Watt-Evans, "Horror 
Comics of the 1950s." 
184 "William M. Gaines, publisher of Entertaining Comics Group, [has] ridiculed the efforts of 
parents' groups to restrain their children from reading crime and horror comics. Gaines ... publishes some of 
the most sadistic crime and horror comic books with monstrosities that nature has been incapable of...." See 
the heading "Responsibility of parents, assisted by citizens groups," in Congress, House, Comic Books and 
Juvenile Delinquency: Interim Report Pursuant to S. Res. 89, 83rd Congress, 1st Session, and S. 190, 93rd 
Congress, 2d Session, A Part of the Investigation of Juvenile Delinquency in the United States (Report no. 
62), (Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1955), 23. 
185 As mentioned above, both also led directly and indirectly to industry-wide regulatory 
censorship of their respective media. 
186 Roberts, Junk Fiction, 102. 
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Reformers at the tum of the century, in the 1930s, in the 1950s, and even today, often 
claim that "foreign elements" or "Hollywood," or "unscrupulous manipulators" or 
"subversives" or "the media-industrial complex"--all of whom are little more than 
decadent mercenaries and often subversive ideologues--are cold-bloodedly poisoning the 
minds of the nation's youth for mere profit, if not to advance their loathsome agenda. 
Left-wing media critiques tend to assume a profit motive and right-wing critiques often 
assume a political agenda, although the members of virtually all gradations of the 
political spectrum make common cause to censor objectionable material. They ultimately 
justify this impulse by claiming they are trying to protect children from harm. One also 
senses a generalized mistrust of fiction and its perpetuation of falsehoods; critic Leslie 
Fiedler observed that early literary critics tended to trust "fictional history" more than 
"mythology." 187 The Puritans, said Roberts, opposed Shakespeare's plays because "they 
could not distinguish between the open let's-pretend of fiction and the sly falsehood of 
the lie." 188 Roberts also observed: 
What is especially to be remarked about the people who are doing this 
reading and who ... form virtual fellowships is that they are not ruled from above. 
That is, the primary readers of pulp fiction are usually characterized as the victims 
of the manipulative editors and writers who pretend to be their servants, and those 
editors and writers do give themselves credit when a genre, a writer, or a book is 
successful. They are wrong, however. It is the readers, after all, who invent 
genres--by becoming so enthusiastic about an odd new book that publishers and 
writers make other books resembling it; it is the readers who change the genres--
by passing over stories that are too much like those that have already appeared; 
and it is the readers who kill genres--by leaving the genres' stories unbought on 
the bookstore shelves.The notion that publishers, editors and writers are 
manipulating the tastes of a vast, unthinking mob is one more echo from the 
literary bookscape ... an echo of the notion of arbiters of taste. 189 
187 Leslie Fiedler, Love and Death in the American Novel, 39-40. 
188 Roberts, Junk Fiction, 228. 
189 Ibid., 219-220. 
64 
However reasonable it may seem to assume that publishers are driven by the 
imperatives of commerce, those politicians who were ordinarily the most ardent 
defenders of free markets were also apt to draw the line at materials marketed to 
juveniles, and to call for regulation. For instance, the 1955 "Cornie Books and Juvenile 
Delinquency: Interim Report," under the heading "Responsibility of parents, assisted by 
citizens groups," said, speaking specifically of Gaines, 
The tempter of children cannot excuse his attempts to gain personal wealth 
through disregard of cultural values by crying that the parents should have been 
more vigilant. The simple fact remains that all this constant vigilance on the part 
of parents and civic organizations would not have been necessary if the persons 
responsible for producing and distributing comic books had exercised that 
measure of self-restraint and common decency which the American people have a 
right to expect from an industry aiming its product so largely at the young and 
impressionable minds of our children. 190 
When discussing the true crime genre , one must consider conditions specific to 
the 1950s, and the atmosphere of the Cold War. Woody Haut, speaking of hardboiled 
"pulp" fiction--also a significant precursor to such comic books--states that "writers were 
best able to investigate the politics of crime simply by portraying its existence. Though to 
some Cold War critics this itself might have constituted a criminal act.. .. " Furthermore: 
Because it was a marginal literary pursuit, it was allowed the freedom to 
identify state crimes. But its very ability to identify the era's crimes and 
conditions contributed to its marginalization and eventual demise as both a 
political and literary pursuit. For an increasingly hornogenous society, in which 
television was already undermining a mass readership, class-based critiques and 
gritty subject matter were rarely appreciated." 
19° Comic Books and Juvenile Delinquency, 23. 
Haut concludes by stating that sanitizing prevailing social conditions and "falsifying 
history is an act...typical of...a consortium interested in revising the dominant 
narrative. " 191 
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It is valid to ask whether the crime and horror comics really were as objectionable 
to contemporary community standards as their critics said they were. The answer is a 
qualified "yes." One could excuse the EC line by saying that their entire output of horror 
comics was tongue in cheek, and that many of their other genre forays--science fiction, 
noir-ish crime--were very often presented to their readers as not entirely serious. 192 
Although the notion of "sick" humor was by no means unknown to children, teenagers 
and adults, the notion of such humor was evidently largely alien to those who passed 
judgment on EC's crime and horror line. Joseph Boskin speculates that, 
The roots of such dark humor lay deep in American cultural soil. Mark 
Twain was not the only writer to ... portray societal values in a whimsical 
light.. .. Shattering economic depressions of the 1890s and 1930s had also 
produced a grim harvest of grim jokes, quips and songs .... joke cycles revealed 
similar versions of "sick" humor: the "Little Willie" quatrains from the early 
1900s to the 1930s, followed by the "Little Audrey" cycle .... By contrast, "sick" 
humor curiously arose after the triumphant global war .... The contradiction 
between the good economic times and the younger generation's dark humor was 
bewildering .... [But] to the 1950's generation, their "sick" humor redacted their 
suspicions of the rapidly growing gap between expectations and realities .... The 
driving emphasis upon personal striving and sacrifice ... severely dented familial 
and religious institutions. 193 
191 Haut, Pulp Culture, 138, 170, 189. In genre writer Raymond Chandler's work, for instance, his 
narrator "sees contemporary disorder from the position of a disgusted and disengaged persona, whose own 
values are defined by his rejection of a social world viewed as a hostile and corrupt unit." Stephen Knight, 
Form and Ideology in Crime Fiction (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1980), 138. As we shall see, 
Gaines and Feldstein's Shock Suspenstories , which did in fact expose "state crimes," specifically attracted 
critical scrutiny and governmental investigation. 
192 Gaines himself maintained as much. In a 1969 interview, he stated: "I love sick humor, and of 
course, the old EC stories were largely sick humor." Von Bemewitz and Geissman, Tales of Terror!, 182. 
193 Joseph Boskin, Rebellious Laughter: People's Humor in American Culture (Syracuse, NY: 
Syracuse University Press, 1997), 55-6. Boskin goes on to state that "It is not surprising, then, that the first 
major joke cycle of the post-World War II period involved the wrenching ofrelationships." The "twist" 
ending of the stories in the EC horror and crime titles often revolved upon the "wrenching" of relationships, 
most frequently between husband and wife, but also between brother and sister, or employer and employed. 
In Shock SuspenStories--which followed a more didactic bent--these distorted relations ships frequently 
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If anything, the EC line was thought to be more objectionable than the glorified 
pulp fiction of many of its competitors. The twist ending stories which Gaines and 
Feldstein specialized in were felt by critics such as Wertham and the members of the 
Congressional subcommittee to be both cynical and amoral. A brief recapitulation of the 
positioning of the crime and horror genres within the history of the comic book industry 
may serve to put EC's output into perspective. 
Although DC's Detective Comics, a crime title, debuted in 1936, associates of 
publisher Lev Gleason invented the true-crime genre in 1942. By the end of the decade 
superhero comics were on the wane and more than forty crime titles were on the 
newsstands. 194 The genre conventions of the superhero comic, featuring a masked 
protagonist with a duel identity, were basically unchanged from their origins in the 
middlebrow fiction of "The Mask of Zorro," "The Scarlet Pimpernel," and the like. The 
superhero formula combined those conventions with pulp sci-fi literature such as the 
"Doc Savage" adventure series, and Philip Wylie's 1930 novel Gladiator. Superman 
provided the template, and the stories generally featured an endangered heroine and/or 
boy sidekick, a fiendish villain and/or criminal mastermind, a chase scene, a fight scene, 
played out between police and civilians, small town people ostracizing their neighbors, and mobs attacking 
innocent victims on the basis ofrace, religion, ethnicity or ideology. Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu sees a 
class dimension in both this "gap" between expectations and reality, and a cultivation of group-inclusive 
humor: "The collective disillusionment which results from the cultural mismatch between aspirations and 
real probabilities, between the social identity the school system seems to promise, or the one it offers on a 
temporary basis, and the social identity that the labour market in fact offers is the source of dissatisfaction 
towards work, the refusal of social finitude, which generates all the refusals and negations of the adolescent 
counter-culture .... This anti-institutional cast ofmind ... points towards a denunciation of the tacit 
assumptions of the social order, a practical suspension of doxic adherence to the prizes it offers and the 
values it professes, and a withholding of the investments which are a necessary condition of its 
functioning." Furthermore, "The would-be petit-bourgeois betrays his ambition of escaping from the 
common present... [by choosing] individual salvation [ over the] collective solidarities ... [ found in] the 
working class cafe ... .In the cafe free rein is given to the typically popular art of the joke--the art of seeing 
everything as a joke. The joke ... may also be used to test out those who show signs of stand-offishness." 
Bourdieu, Distinction, 144, 183. 
194 Benton, Crime Comics, 75 and passim. See especially page 20 and the third issue of Crime 
Does Not Pay, number 24, from 1942, in which a sadistic criminal is depicted pushing a woman's head into 
the leaping flames ofa gas range, available online at "Crimeboss: Crime Comics of the 1940s and 1950s," 
http://www.crimeboss.com (22 April 2005) . 
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and a denouement which wrapped up any loose ends. 195 Crime comics were often equally 
formulaic, but as a result of their focus upon the antihero, they fostered a peculiar 
aesthetic. From the very start, graphic scenes of violence including gunplay, torture, 
stabbing, hanging, beating, poisoning, and victims being burned or buried alive became 
virtually obligatory. Women were either presented as weaklings to be victimized or as 
criminals every bit as warped as their male counterparts. 
According to Nicky Wright, crime comics came about as a way to open up a new 
market: 
Gleason reportedly told [his editors] Charles Biro and Bob Wood, that if they 
could come up with a new idea that would prove popular, both men would be 
rich .... [Following a run in with a notorious criminal, Biro] suggested [to Wood] a 
comic book dealing with gangsters and murderers, real and imagined .... Both men 
became much enthused with the idea and told Gleason who immediately gave the 
OK to proceed .... By war's end, Gleason couldn't keep up with demand. Adults 
bought the comics in droves ... and children, faced with a choice of gritty realism 
or declining interest in superheroes, plunked their dimes down for Crime Does 
Not Pay. The first few issues sold a healthy 200,000 copies but by 1946 sales had 
zoomed to 800,000 an issue. By '48, the title was hitting sales of almost a million 
per month. To help with promotion, Biro splashed the words "More than 
5,000,000 Readers Monthly" above the title .... Crime Does Not Pay traded on 
America's love of ultra violence. As parent groups and clergy became more and 
more alarmed, sales continued to boom. 196 
By 1947, no crime was considered too heinous to be depicted: graphic depictions 
of drug use, electrocution, strangulation, and even infanticide were shown. According to 
Wright, 
Issues #40-70, published during 1945-48, consistently pushed the boundaries to 
the extreme. Nothing seemed off-limits ... sexual perversion, pistol whippings, 
obvious rape, stabbings, throat slitting, maiming, torture ... the lurid and bloody 
pictures told the tale. The year 1948 saw an incredible proliferation of crime 
comics at the drug store and newsstand. 
195 Harvey, Art of the Comic Book, 19. 
196 Nicky Wright, "Seducers of the Innocent: The Bloody Legacy of Pre-Code Crime," Comic 
Book Marketplace 65 (December 1998). 
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Wright notes that, much like its pulp fiction antecedents, the true-crime genre was 
flagrant in its misogyny: 
Women .... were either gangster's molls, gun molls, or hapless victims enduring 
horrors never found in the .... movies or magazines of the day .... [In] ... the "most 
sexy, sadistic, and violent" category, Victor Fox's Murder Incorporated and Blue 
Beetle are noteworthy .... When historians describe sleaze, sex, and violence as 
Fox's obsession, they are masters of understatement. 197 
Not coincidentally, it was in 1946 that the crusade against comic books began to 
gather renewed momentum. By 1949 Newsweek featured an article titled "Are Comic 
Books a National Hazard?" 198 Estes Kefauver chaired a 1950 Senate Subcommittee 
hearing in which the comic book publishers convincingly argued that no actual proof 
existed linking crime comic books to juvenile delinquency. Wright reports, "Thirty 
different crime comics were on the stands by the end of 1948 and by 1949 roughly one in 
seven comics was a crime comic. Many historians feel that the smallest publishers were 
some of the worst purveyors of grisly, violent fare.199 
As disturbingly violent as the crime comic books were, if possible the horror 
comics were even more unsettling. These were indirect descendants of horror pulp 
magazines from the 1930s such as Terror Tales, Horror Stories, Ghost Stories, Dime 
Mystery and Spicy Mystery, and followed directly on the heels of the crime genre. As 
early as 1943 Classics Comics issued a version of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde; a series of 
horror stories ran in a 1944 superhero title, and George Evans, who was later to work for 
EC, drew a feature called "Werewolf Hunter--Tales of the Supernatural" in 1945. 
According to Watt-Evans, 
197 Wright, "Seducers." 
198 Benton, Crime Comics, 3. 
199 Wright, "Seducers." 
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By [ 1942] there were hundreds of comic book titles being published, and 
dozens of publishers, so a lot of experimentation was going on .... Comic books 
were clearly taking a great deal of their inspiration from the pulp 
magazines .... Comics were surprisingly slow to pick up on two categories from the 
pulps, though. One was romance ... the other was "weird menace," which we 
would now call "horror." Actually, "weird menace" was a particular sort of 
formula horror, featured in pulps such as Terror Tales, Horror Stories, and Dime 
Mystery, where some unearthly menace would threaten pretty women before 
being defeated and revealed to not be supernatural after all. Since it had a very 
definite element of sexual sadism, perhaps it isn't too surprising that it didn't make 
the jump to comics. Comics were for kids .... There don't seem to have been any 
pulps that featured just plain horror stories as their only fare; besides the "weird 
menace" titles there was Weird Tales, but Weird Tales carried as much fantasy as 
horror .... At any rate, there were no horror comics as such in the earliest days ... .it 
wasn't until January 194 7 that the first real, indisputable horror comic came 
along-- Eerie Comics #1, published by Avon.200 
Avon's Eerie, a one-shot, made its debut late in 1946 with a cover date of January 
1947. In the fourth issue ofEC's Moon Girl (Summer 1948) a tale called "Vampire of the 
Bayous" appeared, and in Fall of 1948 ACG's Adventures Into the Unknown made its 
debut. According to Watt-Evans," [T]he next [major] publisher to get into horror after 
ACG ... was Marvel [Timely/Atlas]. By the time E.C. began trying out "The Crypt of 
Terror" in Crime Patrol and "The Vault of Horror" in War Against Crime, Marvel Tales 
had run three issues, and Adventures into the Unknown seven. 201 
It was only late in 1949 and early in 1950 that horror stories began to appear 
regularly on the newsstands, with Marvel Tales 93 (August 1949) and especially EC's 
War Against Crime 10 (December 1949-January 1950), Crime Patrol 15 (January-
February 1950), War Against Crime 11 (February -March 1950), Crime Patrol 16 
(March-April 1950), The Vault of Horror 12 (April-May 1950), The Crypt of Terror 17 
(April-May 1950), and The Haunt of Fear 15 (May-June 1950). Clearly, the crime comics 
of the forties had literally "paved the way for the arrival of horror comics in the early 
200 Watt-Evans, "Horror Comics of the 1950s". 
201 Ibid. 
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1950s." By the mid-1950s each of these titles had grown steadily more outrageous in 
order to compete with the other 400-odd titles on the newsstand. Even the crime comics 
at their worst, though they may have taught aspiring criminals how to burglarize houses 
or break into stores, did not often routinely traffic in sadomasochism, necrophilia, 
cannibalism, and perversion. Though the attitude toward women in the crime comics was 
deplorable, bondage, fiendish tortures, and decapitation were not the sole rationale of 
their stories. 202 
Not discounting the competitiveness of the comic-book publishing industry and 
the personality traits of its key figures, it is likely that the excesses of crime and horror 
comics of the 1950s resulted, in part, from the political excesses of the cold war era, as 
well as from the character of urban life and oppositional forces working for and against 
the family.203 
In 1954, the comic book industry peaked; "industry-wide sales [were] estimated at 
from 70 million to 150 million copies per month." 204 Also by 1954, sales of the true-
crime comic books had peaked, and the genre was being supplanted by horror comics. If 
the sales of socially conscious superhero comics were high in the waning years of the 
depression, and the sales of patriotic superhero comics had peaked during the Second 
World War, the crime comics had their heyday during the early part of the Cold War, and 
the sales trajectory of the horror comics was eerily coincident with that of the Korean 
War. Since publishing trends followed fast upon what comic book consumers purchased, 
these facts are suggestive of a cultural shift in the entertainment preferences of American 
202 Benton, Horror Comics, 9-11; Von Bernewitz and Geissman, Tales of Terror!, 59, 60, 62, 
63, 108, 115, 123. 
203 See David Reisman, Nathan Glazer and Reuel Denney, The Lonely Crowd: A Study of the 
Changing American Character (New Haven: Yale University Press. 1961), for descriptions of the inner-
directed man (traditionalist, an adherent to family values) and the outer-directed man (oriented towards the 
modern and the approval of society). 
2
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comic book readers. These preferences may have been driven, in part, by consumer 
awareness of the role of the United States was growing into within the world arena, and 
of the self-image these consumers may have taken on as a consequence. Daniel Yergin 
points to the emergence, by 1945, of a consciousness among policy-makers of"national 
security" in which "Virtually every development in the world [was] perceived to be 
potentially crucial." By 1947, with the announcement of the anti-communist 
interventionist Truman Doctrine, the American public had been made aware of the 
intentions of the "polity elite," and "Between 1945 and 1947 the percentage of the public 
perceiving Russia as "aggressive" rose from 38 to 66 percent." 205 
Speaking of the contemporary fascination with serial murderers, Karen Halttunen 
suggests that "a great moral distance separates men and women from monstrous 
murderers .... Tales of murder [imply that] ... evil.. .is not native to the reader's country; it 
is territorially foreign .... [But] true-crime stories ... suggest that evil is not entirely alien to 
the hearts and minds of true-crime readers .... Our fascination with the "monster' betrays 
our uneasy sense that our intense interest implicates us, if only as voyeurs, in the 
crime .... "206 Comic book readers-which the sheer volume of available sales figures 
indicate must have included men and women, as well as children and adolescents-
apparently preferred crime and horror to less sensational fare because these genres 
offered a quality others lacked-a form of vicarious excitement which at the same time 
offered narrative trajectories with which they could identify. It was only when this 
identification grew so popular among children that it showed signs of undermining 
parental and other forms of authority that concerned moralists were moved to act to 
suppress these genres, and consequently, to force publishers to regulate the content of 
205 Daniel Yergin, Shattered Peace: The Origins of the Cold War and the National Security State, 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1977), 195-6, 282-5. 
206 Halttunen, Murder Most Foul, 244-46. 
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comic books, as part of a "wider social product of categorization and containment which 
sought to identify, isolate and examine potential threats to the social body of America 
with the aim of either curing them or cutting them out completely. "207 However, the 
crime and horror comics alone were not responsible for the unsavory reputation of the 
medium. One might say they were the catalyst for, rather than the cause behind, attempts 
at censoring the medium, for the comic book had attracted criticism from concerned 
educators and influential critics even before these genres had made their debuts. 




THE COMIC BOOK AND ITS CRITICS 
The critics of the comic book from 1940-1955 can be divided into two camps. 
Echoing the rationale of the critics of pulp literature, many of them educators, early 
critics such as children's author Sterling North attacked them for promoting illiteracy. 
Later critics such as psychiatrist Dr. Fredric Wertham and literary gadfly Gershon 
Legman contrived more detailed, theory-based critiques, leaning heavily upon the tenets 
of Freudian psychology, as well as the Marxism-based Critical Theory of Theodor 
Adorno and the Frankfurt School, which sought to place products such as comic books in 
the context of psychopathology and brutalizing mass-produced products of the "culture 
industry." 208 Articulate defenders of the medium were few, and, as the content of comic 
books, owing to market competition, became more objectionable, fewer non-involved 
parties were inclined to defend them. Accordingly, the charges of critics such as 
Wertham became more and more publicized. Shortly after the publication ofWertham's 
sensationalistic monograph Seduction of the Innocent, 209 a second Congressional 
Subcommittee hearing was convened in New York City to attempt to find a link between 
comic books and juvenile delinquency. 
In order to more accurately assess the type of criticism EC brought upon itself, it 
is necessary to trace in some detail the history of criticisms levied against the comic 
book. To begin, we should mention early reactions to the medium. Mitchell has noted 
that "many of the earlier criticisms of comic strips were identical to those applied to 
208 Jones, Men of Tomorrow, 272. 
209 Fredric Wertham, Seduction of the Innocent. 
comic books," and cites Maud Summers, a children's story-teller who in 1908 
"denounced the comic supplement because it lowered the standard of literary 
appreciation and taught 'children to throw water from an upper window on an apple 
woman, or outwit an old and infirm man.' " 210 
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In 1935, David Frederick McCord wrote, "All during the first decade of this 
century, and all over the country, wherever refinement reared its ugly head, frowns 
wrinkled parental brows every Sunday when the papers came." He went on to add, in a 
tone intended to be faintly mocking, "The comics were disseminators of slang and bad 
manners .... They inculcated disrespect for life, law, the rights of others, the married state, 
and ... adults. They were, in general, a vulgarizing influence .... They put ideas into young 
heads where there were ideas enough already without high-priced syndicates working 
overtime suggesting new devilment." 211 Shortly after comic books became a mass 
medium, Sunday comic strips were being criticized in periodical literature. In 1936 they 
were accused of offering: "Sadism, cannibalism, bestiality. Crude eroticism. Torturing, 
killing, kidnaping ... Monsters, madmen, creatures half-brute, half-human. Raw 
melodrama; tales of crime and criminals ... pirate stories ... emphasis upon cruelty, human 
torture, horrible forms of death, human sacrifice ... repetition in word and picture of 
... bestial and degenerate scenes .... "212 
210 Steve Mitchell, Evil Harvest: Investigating the Comic Book, 1948-1954 (M.A. thesis, 
Arkansas State University, 1982), 18 n. The Summers quote is from New York Times, September 10, 1908, 
5. 
211 David Frederick McCord,. "The Social Rise of the Comics," The American Mercury (July 
1935) : 360-64. 
212 John K. Ryan, Forum and Century 95 (May 1936) : 301-304, cited in Legman, Love and 
Death, 30; also cited in Lauretta Bender and Reginald S. Lourie, "The Effect of Comic Books on the 
Ideology of Children," American Journal ofOrthopsychiatry 11 (1941): 549. 
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Complaints about the comic book appeared in print almost immediately after they 
had become recognizable as a separate and distinct medium. A 1936 editorial by Elzey 
Roberts published in the St. Louis Star-Times cited "fights, murders, domestic quarrels, 
fear, theft, despair, deception, torture, arson and death." 213 But in many respects, the 
opening salvo of the war against comic books occurred in the May 8, 1940 issue of the 
Chicago Daily News, in which Sterling North was the among the first to attack comic 
books as undesirable fare for young minds, a "poisonous mushroom growth ... badly 
drawn, badly printed ... hypodermic injections of sex and murder." He insisted, 
Ten million of these sex-horror serials are sold every month. One million 
dollars are taken from the pockets of America's children in exchange for graphic 
insanity .... of the 108 periodicals now on the stands .... at least 70 per cent of the 
total were of a nature no respectable newspaper would think of accepting .... the 
bulk of these lurid publications depend for their appeal upon mayhem, murder, 
torture and abduction--often with a child as the victim. Superman heroics, 
voluptuous females in scanty attire, blazing machine guns, hooded 'justice,' and 
cheap political propaganda ... on almost every page. 
North accused comic book publishers of immorality and claimed they participated in "the 
cultural slaughter of innocents." 214 One detects in his language a mentality still haunted 
by the First World War, suggesting a fear of another war and its concomitant effect upon 
the sensibilities of children. 
In the March 1940 issue of National Parent-Teacher, North offered what he called 
"The antidote for comics": 
To revive the magic of the family circle, we must revive the custom of 
reading aloud, of family theatricals, of the family study group. Through the 
vicarious experiences which we may share in the great works of literature we can 
prepare our children for the world into which they will soon be stepping .... The 
213 Cited in Bender and Lourie, "The Effect of Comic Books," 549. 
214 Diehl, Tales From the Crypt, 88; Wright, American Comics, 82; Sterling North, "The Antidote 
for Comics," National Parent-Teacher (March 1941) : 16-17. North's initial article was distributed as a 
pamphlet titled "A National Disgrace." See Raphael and Spurgeon, Stan Lee, 40. 
chances of Fascism controlling the planet diminish in direct proportion to the 
number of good books the coming generation enjoys. 215 
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A somewhat more colorful polemic against comic books, "The Sad Case of the 
Funnies," appeared in the April, 1941 issue of The American Mercury. Written by James 
Frank Vlamos, it mourned the passing of humorous comic strip characters such as 
"Maude the Mule" and "Buster Brown" and contrasted these with "the adventure 
'comics' which now loaded the newsstands: 
Within their covers festers the most dismaying mass of undiluted horror 
and prodigious impossibility ever visited upon the sanity of a nation's youth--and 
its adults as well, since children alone could hardly buy up the twelve million 
copies sold yearly. [Its heroes and villains] live and struggle on a nihilistic level 
of colossal crimes, supreme scoundrels and supernatural avengers without the 
faintest respect for conventional rules of conduct or physics .... 216 
Vlamos lamented that, in order to compete with comic books, violence in 
newspaper comics had become "standard recreations:" "The flying hooves of Happy 
Hooligan's mule have been displaced by homicide, arson, kidnaping, political treason, 
international espionage and other kinds of vice." 211 Vlamos concludes by wondering 
about the effects of such violent entertainment on children: "In his comic strips the 
modem American child [is told that] .. .if any hope for normal democratic society exists at 
all, it is in the goodness and might of some superman." 218 
Vlamos's polemic anticipated many later arguments: that comic book superheroes 
give children an erroneous world-view and that they promote "the nihili_stic man of the 
totalitarian ideology." As later critics were to assert, he claimed that the comics of the 
day were no longer happy escapism but represented a reflection of the world around 
215 North, "The Antidote for Comics," 17. 
216 James Frank Vlamos, "The Sad Case of the Funnies," American Mercury (April 1941): 412. 
217 Vlamos, 414. 
218 Vlamos, 411,416. 
them. He seemed to think this was a novel phenomenon, even though the adventure 
comic strip had appeared as early as 1918.219 
77 
The first scholarly paper about the effects of comic book reading on children, by 
Lauretta Bender and Reginald Lourie, was published in 1941. In it, the authors presented 
case studies, posited theories based on these, and concluded that comic books were "an 
expression of the folklore of the age," in which "the social problems of the time are 
expressed." The authors summarized by stating "the comic strip .. .is ... spontaneously 
given to and received by children, serving at the same time as a means of helping them 
solve the individual and sociological problems appropriate to their own lives." 220 
But reasoned defenses such as Bender and Laurie's were rare. In the January 1942 
issue of National Parent-Teacher, Paul Witty followed up Sterling North's critique by 
presenting the results of a "large-scale investigation in grades four, five and six of typical 
public schools in Chicago and vicinity" on "the actual influence of the comics on the 
growth and development of boys and girls." Both comic strips and comic books were part 
of the study. He stated the results were "inconclusive," and that comparisons between 
very frequent readers and very infrequent readers "revealed little difference between 
those two groups in mental ability, educational attainment, marks, or personal and social 
adjustment." Yet he did not exculpate comic strips and comic books: "[I]t cannot be 
denied that they may produce a decline in artistic appreciation and a tolerance of shoddy 
219 Vlamos notes, among numerous examples of violence in the comic strips, one continuity in 
which " ... Dick Tracy, [is] being mutilated by a sadistic midget...." Vlamos, 411. For more on Little Orphan 
Annie, see Harold Gray, Arf! The Life and Hard Times of Little Orphan Annie, 1935-1945 (New Rochelle, 
NY: Arlington House 1970); Goulart, The Adventurous Decade, 71-75, 141. 
220 Bender and Lourie. "The Effect of Comic Books," 546, 550. I should emphasize that this 
report was presented in 1941 and also mention that the comic books of the 1938-1941 era were a good deal 
more relevant to everyday life and of a more populist bent than comics from the period 1942-1950; early 
issues of Action Comics, for instance, address issues such as wife-beating and munitions brokers. See 
Daniels, DC Comics, 14-18, 21-23. Bettleheim also points to the importance of fantasy literature in the 
formation of the intellectual life of the child, in Bruno Bettelheim, The Uses of Enchantment: The Meaning 
and Importance of Fairy Tales (New York: Vintage Books, 1976), passim. 
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experience and language." Employing the family values argument put forth by North, 
Witty concluded that "the issue is best met by surrounding the child with an abundance of 
good books ... by which his hunger for adventure and action will be satisfied .... the 
cooperative efforts of the school and home are needed ... [to] make an intelligent effort to 
help him find increasing satisfaction that is accurate, dependable, and sound." 221 
From the period 1942 to 1946, the controversy lay dormant; presumably, the 
citizens of the United States had more pressing concerns than that of superintending the 
reading matter of their children. Furthermore, in response to the 1941 furor, larger and 
more respectable companies such as DC and Fawcett had appointed "Boards of Censors" 
to regulate content. 222 
In reporting on the postwar comics boom, Nathan Abelson, in a two-part 1946 
article in the trade journal Advertising and Selling, 223 offered a wealth of statistics and 
demographic data pertaining to comic magazine readership. In 1946 there were 70 
million comic book readers and 40 million comic books were produced every month. The 
top ten publishers accounted for 25 million, and the remaining publishers accounted for 
15 million. In a study of comic magazines covering a sample of 5,030 people "of all 
walks oflife," the results revealed that among "all homes covered, whether with or 
without children, nearly 75% "have one or more family members who read comic 
magazines!" A breakdown of the figures testified to the ubiquity of the comic book in 
1946. 
221 Paul Witty, "Those Troublesome Comics." National Parent-Teacher (January 1942): 29-30. 
Since at least the 1870s, public librarians have been concerned with the issue ofredirecting children's 
interest to wholesome reading material. See in particular Kenneth L.Donelson, "Shoddy and Pernicious 
Books and Youthful Purity: Literary and Moral Censorship, Then and Now," The Library Quarterly 51 no. 
1 (January 1981): 4-19. 
222 Nathan Abelson, "Comics Are a Serious Business. Part II of a Study of Comic Magazines," 
Advertising and Selling (August 1946): 82. 
223 Nathan Abelson, "Comics Are a Serious Business," Advertising and Selling (July 1946): 41-2, 
81-2, 84; Abelson, "Comics Part II," 80-92. 
95% of boys and 91 % of girls aged 6 to 11 read them regularly. Boys read an 
average of 14.1 per month and girls, 10.9. 
87% of boys and 81 % of girls aged 12 to 17 read them regularly. Boys read an 
average of 13. 7 per month and girls, 11. 
Among men aged 18 to 30, 69% of men and 54% of women read them at least 
occasionally; 41 % of men and 28% of women were regular readers. Men read 6.5 per 
month and women, 8.8. 
Among adults over 30, 38% of men and 32% of women read them at least 
occasionally; 16% of men and 12% of women were regular readers. Men read 7.5 per 
month and women, 5. 7. 
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Among members of the armed forces, where comic books outsold other 
magazines "10 to 1," 70% read them at least occasionally, and 44% were regular readers. 
Servicemen read an average of 7.6 comic magazines per month.224 
In the second part of his article, Abelson stressed the educational aspects of comic 
strips and comic books. He singled out for special praise Max Gaines's line of 
educational comics published under the EC imprint, which, he also noted, accepted no 
advertising. In conclusion, he quoted Sidonie M. Gruenberg, Director of the Child Study 
Association of America: "Comics ... have become an integral part of the progressive 
democratization of our culture. The comics deserve the serious consideration of 
statesmen and educators, politicians and publicists, psychologists and sociologists, for 
they reflect what millions are thinking about, what they want, what they fear, and how 
they feel about matters of social significance." Abelson capped this summary on an 
upbeat note: " ... comics are here to stay!" 225 
224 Abelson, "Comics Part II," 80. See also Sidonie M. Gruenberg, "Comics as a Social Force," 
from which the quote is taken. 
225 Abelson, "Comics Part II," 92; Gruenberg, "Comics as a Social Force." 
However, by 1946, the very ubiquity of comic books in American life was 
beginning to attract negative attention, and even more scathing attacks than those by 
earlier critics were not long in coming. A causal connection, between crime and horror 
comics, and higher rates of juvenile delinquency, was initially suggested by critics such 
as Marya Mannes, in The New Republic, and Judith Crist, in Collier's. 226 
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Appearing in February 1947, Mannes's article was a virtual template for 
subsequent denunciations of the comic book. In her opening paragraph she cited statistics 
to demonstrate the continuing ubiquity of comic books: "Fifty to 70 million people in 
these United States read comic books regularly. About 20 million copies are sold each 
month and each copy, according to Market Research, may be read by anywhere from five 
readers to two hundred .... Comic books are the addiction of three out of four American 
homes. In two of three homes they are virtually the only reading matter." 221 
She proceeded to castigate comic books as compared to "real books": "the 
[comic] books demand no concentration ... no imagination ... no thinking." Adapting 
North's line about comic books as "a violent stimulant," Mannes claimed, "They 
are ... the greatest intellectual narcotic on the market." Elsewhere, she compared them to 
marijuana. 228 Furthermore, she claimed, "Every hour spent in reading comics is an hour 
in which all inner growth is stopped." While conceding that Western and superhero 
comics were "'clean' adventure stories, highly patriotic and virtuous and seldom actively 
gruesome," she found nothing praiseworthy in other genres: 'Jungle' comic books are 
"inane," and are filled with "enough indications of sadism (half-naked girls bound to 
racks, etc.) to make a Freudian field day." The worst of the "crime and horror group" 
226 Marya Mannes, "Junior Has a Craving," New Republic, 17 February 1947, 20-23; Judith Crist, 
"Horror in the Nursery," Colliers, March 27, 1948; Fredric Wertham, "The Cornics--Very Funny!" 
Saturday Review of Literature, 29 May 1948, 6-7. 
227 Mannes, "Craving," 20, 23. 
228 North, "Antidote," 16; Mannes, "Craving," 20. 
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created "an atmosphere more lurid and hideous than any Grand Guignol." She found the 
"superhero group" objectionable on ideological grounds: "they are based on a concept of 
'hooded justice.' These 'heroes' ... are accountable to no law .... Each story is a catalogue of 
force, a metronomic repetition of violence that has in it the seeds of aberration, if not of 
insanity." In a move which foreshadowed the criticisms of the industry by more than one 
congressional subcommittee, Mannes accused the comic book publishers of 
"exploitation," and concluded by hinting at the fascistic nature of comic books, claiming 
that they promoted "a society based on the impact of a fist on a jaw." 229 
Mannes's critique was eventually taken up on March 2, 1948, on the radio 
program "America's Town Meeting of the Air," where she appeared, with John Mason 
Brown, as an advocate against comic books. Defending them were George J. Hecht, 
publisher of Parents' Magazine, and the "Li'l Abner" cartoonist Al Capp. The debate 
between Brown and Capp was reprinted in the March 20, 1948 issue of The Saturday 
Review of Literature. Brown admitted that, " .. .in desperate moments .. .! am low enough, 
and sometimes defeated enough, as a parent, to make use of comics .... On such occasions 
I don't so much distribute comics as I administer them to my sons. Much as a barkeep 
would pour out a Mickey Finn." Brown also admitted (in a precursor to arguments later 
made about television) that, "It would be unfair for us to deny to our children what is now 
a group experience and, when they have grown up, will have become a group memory of 
their generation." He also conceded, "every generation has always found their own 
trash." But having made these concessions, he proceeded to criticize comic books in 
exceedingly harsh terms. Decrying the fact that reading them takes time away which 
could be devoted to better literature, he further stated, 
The comic books .... are designed for readers who are too lazy to read, and 
increase both their unwillingness and their inability to do so .... As a writer. .. .I hate 
229 Mannes, "Craving," 22-3. 
their lack of both style and ethics .... their appeal to illiteracy and their bad 
grammar. I loathe their tiresome toughness, their cheap thrills, their imbecilic 
laughter ... .! detest them ... because they have no subtlety, and certainly no 
beauty ..... Most comics, as I see them, are the marijuana of the nursery .... 
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He concluded, "In order to grow up, we must put behind us that fear of the best and that 
passion for the mediocre which most Americans cultivate." 23° Capp, by way of riposte, 
used an allegorical story about "typical American family," named "Kinsey," to claim that 
comic books were no worse, and often a great deal more wholesome, than the printed 
matter which appears in the "typical American newspaper." 231 Six years later, publisher 
William Gaines and his editor Harvey Kurtzman would make the same argument. 232 
A few weeks later, in Collier's, Judith Crist contributed a lengthy article to the 
ongoing debate titled "Horror in the Nursery." She cited sales of "60,000,000 a month." 
She so extensively quoted Lafargue clinic psychiatrist Dr. Fredric Wertham that the 
article could well have been written under his byline. W ertham claimed "the 
effect...comic books have on children .. .is definitely and completely harmful." Wertham 
was careful to add, "We do not maintain that comic books automatically cause 
delinquency in every child reader. But we found that comic-book reading was a distinct 
influencing factor in the case of every single delinquent or disturbed child we studied." 
(Incidentally, nowhere in the article was it mentioned that the Lafargue clinic, from 
which Wertham conducted his "two years of studying the effects of comic books on 
youngsters," was located in Harlem; its locale was only identified as "uptown New 
York.") North's 1940 argument that comic book publishers profited unscrupulously by 
230 John Mason Brown, "The Case Against the Comics," Saturday Review of Literature, 20 March 
1948, 32-33. 
231 Al Capp, "The Case For the Comics," Saturday Review of Literature, 20 March 1948, 33-34. 
232 Gaines did so in testimony before the 1954 Senate Subcommittee.See Congress, Senate, 
Committee on the Judiciary, Hearings Before theSubcommittee to Investigate Juvenile Delinquency 
(Comic Books), 83rd Cong., 2nd sess., 21 and 22 April, 1954, reprinted in Von Bernewitz and 
Geissman, Tales of Terror, 24. Kurtzman's presented his arguments about newspapers in his illustrated 
satiric piece "Newspapers!" in Mad 16, October 1954, reprinted in Mad Volume Three (West Plains, MO: 
Russ Cochran, 1987). 
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"the cultural slaughter of innocents," was reprised in Wertham's quoted statement that 
"Judges and district attorneys and others ... tolerate the invitation and inspiration to [crimes 
like] armed robbery offered in millions of comic books. It is obviously easier to sentence 
a child to life imprisonment than to curb a hundred-million-dollar business." 
Recapitulating recent arguments by Gershon Legman and others that comic books 
stimulated unwholesome desires, Wertham claimed "such stimulation is abnormal and 
unhealthy because the sex desires are mixed with violence." He also heaped scorn upon 
"psychiatrists and educators who serve as consultants to comic-book companies," 
referring to them as "psycho-prima donnas who sit on committees and decide the fate of 
children from a distance," rather than "actually work[ing] with children in clinics." 
W ertham all but denied that there could be such a thing as good comic books with the 
following analogy: "Even if the tiny percentage of 'good' comic books could be used, 
that hardly justifies the existence of comic books per se. It's rather like saying that 
brothels justify themselves since they relieve the housing shortage by providing a few 
people with a place to sleep." He denied that comic books have any connection to fairy 
tales; reprising Vlamos' s 1941 critique, he claimed instead that, far from presenting "a 
world removed from the everyday life of the child," they bring "the terrors of today's 
newspaper headlines close to the child." Echoing North's 1940 criticism, he went on to 
state that, "Not only are comic books optically hard to read, with their garish colors and 
semiprinted balloons, but they are psychologically bad, turning the child's interest from 
reading to picture gazing." He introduced the element of social class as a correlative 
factor: "Children of families in which lower income is hand in hand with lower 
intellectual standards are the most omnivorous comic-book readers." Citing an anecdote 
by W ertham, Crist noted, "From this avidity not even the so-called upper classes are 
immune." Wertham himself did not place the entire blame on the publishers: "After all, 
it's their way of making a living--one that incidentally nets them a fat profit margin." He 
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instead indicted "mental-hygiene associations, child-study committees, child-care 
councils, ... community child-welfare groups .... innocents who endorse comic books 
without knowing what is in them, literary critics who have refused to recognize the 
implications of a medium with a 720,000,000 annual circulation, and officials whose 
responsibility it is to govern the licensing of such matter." Crist concluded her article 
with a parting shot from Wertham: "We are dealing with the mental health of a 
generation--the care of which we have left too long in the hands of unscrupulous persons 
whose only interest is greed and financial gain."233 
Amy Nyberg has given the best account of Dr. Fredric Wertham's early career. 
He was born Frederic I. Wertheimer on March 20, 1895. In 1921 and 1922 he assisted 
Emile Kraepelin, "a distinguished psychiatrist." In 1922, "he was invited by Dr. Adolf 
Meyer, director of the Phipps Psychiatric Clinic at Johns Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore, 
to take a position at the clinic," where he worked for eight years as director. He changed 
his name to Wertham in 1927, when he became an American citizen. In 1929, "he 
became the first psychiatrist in America to receive a fellowship from the National 
Research Council." In 1934 he published The Brain as an Organ; it became "a standard 
medical textbook." Throughout the 1930s "he was involved as an expert witness in 
several sensational murder cases," and "began his fight against a system that denied 
minorities proper access to psychiatric care." 234 
As a child psychologist, Dr. Fredric Wertham had been interested in the effects of 
violence in the mass media on children since at least 1946. In that year he founded the 
Lafargue Clinic. He admitted that he selected to scrutinize comic books because they 
were an easier medium to study than motion pictures. He concluded that children up to 
the ages of 13 and 14 were too impressionable to objectively read comic book fare, 
233 Crist, "Horror," 22-3, 95-7. 
234 Nyberg, Seal of Approval, 85-89. 
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feeling that such children were in danger oflosing "their sense of the dignity of human 
life and the suffering of other people." His concerns were in line with those of postwar 
sociologists, parents and teachers who were confronted with a rising incidence of juvenile 
delinquency and who were attempting to find an outside cause. W ertham did not 
advocate censorship as a religious issue but from the point of view of a doctor concerned 
with preventative treatment. His stated philosophy was in accord with Lockean 
assumptions that outside forces were capable of influencing children in a negative way.235 
However, although his left-wing ideological stance and educational background as a 
trained psychiatrist and neurologist contrasted with those of crusaders such as Anthony 
Comstock, his arguments that the literature encouraged or caused juvenile delinquency 
were similar. He was also similar to Comstock in the fervor of his crusade. 236 
In 194 7 W ertham, by his own account, got started on his crusade against crime 
comics. Testifying in a censorship case in a Washington courtroom, he defended nudist 
magazines and introduced comic books into the testimony, claiming they were far 
worse. 237 In the May 29, 1948 issue of The Saturday Review of Literature he contributed 
235 Wertham, Seduction, 393, cited in West, Children, 49, 112 n. 20. 
236 West, Children, 43. In spite of its obvious bias, Lawrence Watt-Evans's pointed account of 
Wertham's career deserves to be quoted at length: "He first came to public notice when he happened to be 
the man assigned to interview ... serial killer. .. Albert Fish .... [ who] was quite spectacularly deranged .... 
W ertham followed up this opportunity by writing a lurid book about the criminals he had interviewed: The 
Show of Violence. It did fairly well .... Wertham was reassigned to work with ... juvenile delinquents.So 
Wertham began interviewing J.D.s about their home lives, their spare time activities, and so on, trying to 
find out why they'd gone bad .... One fact that struck him quickly was that they all mentioned reading comic 
books, and most of them specifically mentioned reading crime comics .... Dr. Wertham was a doctor, not a 
scientist; he didn't think to test his hypothesis or look for flaws in it. He didn't find a control group of 
normal kids and ask if they read comics--they'd have said "yes," because back then virtually all American 
kids read comics. Instead, he only began looking for supporting evidence .... None of the law-abiding adults 
he talked to had read comics as kids--because there hadn't been comic books when they were kids. He 
remembered German kids as being well-behaved, and they had no comic books, because comic books were 
an American invention .... Wertham began collecting comics as evidence. Not horror comics--crime comics. 
The kids said they read crime comics .... Except Dr. Wertham had never entirely gotten the hang of 
American society or American English; to him, any book with criminals in it was a crime comic .... And the 
final result of Dr. Wertham's "research" was a book entitled Seduction of the Innocent .. .It didn't attack 
horror comics as such; they were lumped together with all the other "crime comics." See Watt-Evans, 
"Horror Comics of the 1950s." 
237 Wertham, Seduction, 297-299. 
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his article, "The Comics ... Very Funny!" a catalog of case studies in which he claimed the 
influence of comic books were at "the roots of the contributing causes of juvenile 
delinquency," and that they encouraged children in undesirable behaviors such as 
stabbing, stealing, extortion, assault and even murder. 238 
By 1948, Wertham was not alone in thinking the topic deserved a more 
comprehensive treatment. Later that year he was joined by Gershon Legman in his 
identification of comic books as both sexually perverted and as a cause of juvenile 
delinquency. As early as 1946 social commentator Legman had begun work on a book 
castigating what he saw as the unwholesome American obsession with sex and violence. 
By autumn of 1948, it had been "already rejected by thirty publishers." At that time, the 
first excerpt was published as the lead article in a 'little' magazine, Neurotica. 239 Little is 
known about Legman; beat writer John Clellon Holmes, a contemporary, described him 
as: 
that combination of crank, gypsy-scholar, and pamphleteer, intellectual spelunker 
and journeyman-philosopher, that has always been a native burr in the American 
saddle. His polemical gifts were extraordinary, his bitterness fired both his prose 
and his insights, he was an ombudsman for the underside of life, and he 
recognized in [Neurotica editor-publisher Jay] Landesman the perfect advance-
man for the children's crusade he wanted to mount against culture's Holy 
lands .... 240 
238 Fredric Wertham, "The Comics--Very Funny!," 6-7. This latter article was cited in a 1949 
article by Sociology Professor Marshall B. Clinard, who called for "careful additional study," Clinard 
conceded that "persons with abnormal psychogenic traits may be morbidly influenced by such media," but 
concluded that children not otherwise delinquent were unlikely to succumb to the influence of "a world of 
impersonal fantasy" any more than "the average adult readers' attitudes are too greatly changed by 
editorials in newspapers as compared with the opinions of their friends" Clinard concludes that comic 
books were being scapegoated because "The public does not wish to face the deeper questions of why 
juveniles are so interested in such entertainment, because it would involve its own interests in similar 
material. Likewise it marks a reluctance on the part of the public to deal effectively with basic factors such 
as general disobedience to law, the presence of disorganizing influences in local neighborhoods, and certain 
emphases in our culture such as materialism and extreme individuality." See Marshall B. Clinard, 
"Secondary Community Influences and Juvenile Delinquency," in Sheldon Glueck, ed. The Problem of 
Delinquency (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin Company, 1959), 190-91. 
239 Contributors notes, Neurotica 3 (Autumn 1948) : 2. 
240 John Clellon Holmes, "Introduction," in Neurotica: 1948-1951. 
Unlike Wertham's articles, later published in expanded form as Seduction of the 
Innocent, Legman's Neurotica articles, eventually collected in the self-published 
monograph Love and Death : A Study in Censorship. present a thoroughgoing cultural 
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critique of the violence-laden media--"empty of sex, reeking of sadism," 241 --one which 
influenced Wertham and may also have influenced Marshall McLuhan's first book, The 
Mechanical Bride. 242 In Love and Death, Legman devotes an entire chapter to the subject 
of comic books, and appears to have devoted a great deal of time both to the study of the 
medium overall and to a content analysis of specific issues--at the end of his chapter "Not 
for Children," he lists 128 titles in various genres. 
Legman reasoned that comic strips were for adults, because their "token" attacks on 
authority, paternal or otherwise, were attacks in which "the status quo must be restored in 
some perfunctory genuflection as the reader leaves." The comic book, by contrast, in the 
tradition of Grimm, The Arabian Nights, and Foxe's Book of Martyrs, disguised "the 
hated parent and feared authority (necessarily sacrosanct) as a witch, an ogre, a pirate, 
Red Indian, clay duck, criminal, martyr, spy, saboteur, 'mad' scientist, or other human 
sacrifice condemned to death by definition ... and in that way becomes free to enact upon 
him--or her--a really satisfactory degree of violence." 243 
241 Legman, Love & Death, 24. 
242 Preliminary extracts from Legman's Love and Death were first published in Neurotica 3 
(Autumn 1948), Neurotica 4 (Spring 1949) and Neurotica 5 (Autumn 1949). Chapters from McLuhan's 
book The Mechanical Bride were first published in Neurotica 5 (Autumn 1949), and Neurotica 8 (Spring 
1951). These have been collected in hardcover as Neurotica: 1948-1951 (London: Jay Landesman, 1981). 
Industry historian Gerald Jones notes, without attribution, that Legman is rumored to have ghostwritten 
Wertham's Seduction of the Innocent; however, having compared it to other books by Wertham written 
before and after, I see no clear stylistic evidence that this might be so, although Legman may have had a 
hand in helping to edit the book. See Jones, Men of Tomorrow, 270. 
243 Legman, 28-29. 
Legman claimed, "All comic-books without exception are principally, if not 
wholly, devoted to violence." 244 Anticipating later critiques of television, he estimated 
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that "every child old enough to look at pictures" absorbed "three hundred scenes of 
beating, shooting, strangling, torture and blood per month." He suggested that such a 
child, "unless he is a complete masochist," identified himself "[ w ]ith the heroic beater, 
shooter, strangler, blood-letter, and/or torturer in every case," because "rewards will 
always follow the total brutalization of a menace." Legman asserted that such comic 
books teach children "that violence is heroic, and murder a red-hot thrill." He 
passionately insisted, in rhetoric which prefigured Ivan Illich's 1970 statement that "war 
can become the school of a nation," that comic books constituted "The Universal Military 
Training of the Mind." Legman's chapter-length critique of comic books was not simply 
a moralistic polemic designed to protect children from the excesses of unscrupulous 
publishers--although he did think that they "are degenerates and belong in j ail"245-but, 
rather, part of a book-length attack on, what he perceived as, the sadism which replaces 
the repressed sexuality of a sick, murder-obsessed society. As a review of his 
publications up to 1949 ( and after) indicates, he was a scholar of all aspects of erotica. 246 
244 Legman ,31. This is an exaggeration, and suggests Legman's research was not 
thoroughly comprehensive, since Walt Kelly's Animal Comics and George Carlson's Jingle-
Jangle Comics, admittedly intended for the youngest children, are free of such content. For 
representative samples of these, see Michael Barrier and Martin Williams, eds., A Smithsonian 
Book of Comic-Book Comics (New York: H.N. Abrams, 1981), 129-148, 227-267. 
245 Legman, 45. 
246 See, for instance, his works such as The Hom Book: Studies in Erotic Folklore and 
Bibliography (New Hyde Park, New York: University Books, Inc., 1964); The Limerick: 1700 Examples, 
with Notes, Variants and Index (New York: Bell Publishing Company, 1969); The Rationale of the Dirty 
Joke: An Analysis of Sexual Humor, 1st Series (New York: Grove Press, 1971); No Laughing Matter: The 
Rationale of the Dirty Joke: An Analysis of Sexual Humor, 2d series (New York: Bell Publishing 
Company, 1975); as well as his introductions to the two volumes, which he edited, of Vance Randolph's 
"unprintable" Ozark folksongs and folklore, Roll Me in Your Arms (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas 
Press, 1992) and Blow the Candle Out (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 1992). 
He did not find sexual content objectionable, but rather the violence used as a means to 
suppress normal sexuality. 
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For Legman, the decisive turning-point in the cultural battle against objectionable 
material such as comic books came with the March 19, 1948, Winters decision, in which 
"the United States Supreme Court struck down ... all state laws against printed 'bloodshed, 
lust or crime' .... By the end of the year, one-hundred new crime comics opened shop." 
Additionally, he claimed, "the necessary violence [got] a quick coat of literary paint by 
the industry, and re-appear[ ed] under the respectable camouflage of being 'classic.' ... The 
manufacturers [were] spurred to action. They hire[ d]child-psychologists, educators, 
clergymen, quiz-kids, criminologists, public-opinion pollsters; and under their 
supervision the comics become 'educational', meaning that instead of fictional violence, 
factual violence will be substituted." 247 Echoing earlier critiques, Legman reserved some 
of his harshest criticism for what he called "the Superman formula," which "is essentially 
lynching" because "private justice takes over. Legal process is completely discounted and 
contemptuously by-passed. No trial is necessary, no stupid policemen hog all the fun. 
Fists crashing into faces become the court of highest appeal." Furthermore, comic book 
publishers: 
have succeeded in giving every American child a complete course in paranoid 
megalomania such as no German child ever had, a total conviction of the morality 
of force such as no Nazi could even aspire to. Nor are the comic-books lacking in 
any of the trappings of their Naziism .... There is the same appeal to pagan gods for 
totally unearned powers ... the same exploitation of magical insignia ... the same 
needful creation of a super-menace to excuse the creation of a super-avenger ... the 
same anti-intellectuality ... the same anti-Semitism ... the same glorification of 
uniforms, riding boots and crushed caps ... the same undercurrent of homosexuality 
and sado-masochism. 248 
247 Legman, Love & Death, 36-9. 
248 Legman, 36-9, 42. The charge of thinly-disguised anti-Semitism seems a bit far-fetched, since 
most comic book publishers, and many comic book editors, writers and illustrators were themselves Jewish. 
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Legman's rationale for the latter charge lay in his Freudian theories of the sources 
of homosexuality; criminals act in order to break through their environment, and accounts 
of their misdeeds allow the child to "consummate his Oedipean dream of strength," while 
"The Supermen ... align themselves always on the side oflaw, authority, the father; and 
accept their power passively from a bearded above." Legman declared, "it is the intention 
of the comic-book industry ... to focus the attack on comic books ... against the normal 
sexual element. The sadism in comic books is substituted for sex." Furthermore, he 
charged, "the preference for sadism over sex is not any child's free choice. The 
substitution of an allowed pathology for a censored normality is not the spontaneous 
activity of 'naturally cruel' child minds. It is specifically a diversion required of 
children--in the case of the comics, created for them--by adults." In an accusation which 
would be echoed by Wertham, Legman charged the comic-book industry with 
capitalizing on "the ease with which the nascent and frustrated sexuality of adolescents 
can be perverted." Girls, not otherwise attracted to comic books, were offered "their own 
'teen-age' comic books .. .in which adolescent sexuality is achieved in sadistic 
disguise ... through a continuous humiliation of scarecrow fathers and transvestist 
boyfriends by ravishingly pretty girls." Wonder Woman, "originated by a self-confessed 
masochist, Professor William Moulton Marston," was "Strictly Lesbianism, strictly 
female domination of the male. "249 
The final portion of Legman's chapter-length peroration was the most heated. In 
it, he criticized the violent content of murder mysteries, pulp fiction, radio and television 
programming, Hollywood movies, Life magazine, the photographs ofWeegee in the New 
York Daily Mirror, and "great liberal tabloids like PM, " which run "Christmas close-ups 
of women suicides on the front page." About comic books in particular he stated: 
249 Legman, 43-45, 47-8. 
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Never before in the history of the world has a literature like this, 
specifically for children, ever existed .... The publishers have the unparalleled gall 
to demand that the opponents of the comic books prove ... that harm has been 
done .... American parents see nothing wrong with the fictional violence of comic 
books because they are themselves addicted to precisely the same kind of violence 
in reality .... Violence in America is a business--big business--and everybody is in 
it, either as peddler or customer.. .. Our civilization is not ready to let love and 
death fight it out in the market-place, with free speech and four-color printing on 
both sides .... At least sex is normal. Is murder? 
He summed up: 
It is an open question whether the maniacal fixation on violence and death 
in all our mass-produced fantasies is a substitution for a censored sexuality, or is, 
to a greater degree, intended to siphon off--into avenues of perversion opened up 
by the censorship of sex--the aggression felt by children and adults against the 
social and economic structure by which ... they allow themselves to be distorted. 
In either case the distorting element is basic, whether sexual or economic, and 
until we are prepared to come to grips with these basic repressions, any attack on 
mere escape-mechanisms like comic-books must be futile.250 
It is difficult not to wonder at the vehemence of Legman's explicit critique, in 
which he accused the mass media of "the habitual desecration of women." 251 His feminist 
and pacifist critique was ahead of its time, and though its tone was intemperate, he made 
a great many telling points for all his implicit acceptance of then-fashionable Freudian 
theories, discredited or otherwise. Legman's indictment was later to be expanded upon by 
others. 252 
250 Legman, 49-52. A study by a former FBI profiler comes to similar conclusions: "When I first 
began in law enforcement [in 1960], we didn't really know much about where evil comes from. Now we 
do. It comes from past experience-a complex mix of genetics and the socialization process .... Once the 
normal sexual urge becomes intertwined with violence ... it cannot be separated again." See Roger L. Debue 
and Susan Schindehette, Between Good and Evil: A Master Profiler's Hunt for Society's Most Violent 
Predators (New York: Warner Books, 2005), 286. 
251 Legman, 49. 
252 Legman's influence came partly through his articles in the magazine Neurotica, but principally 
via Love and Death, as noted in Les Daniels, Comix, 89, 194 n. Daniels maintains that Love and Death was 
"the book that probably got Wertham started," and states, "Even today, serious thinkers are reluctant to 
consider Legman, although his academic interpreter, Leslie Fiedler, gained recognition and some notoriety 
with his Love and Death in the American Novel, which demonstrated that our principal literary themes are 
heterosexual necrophilia and homosexual bondage." (Fiedler acknowledges his admiration for Legman but 
denies plagiarism in his What Was Literature, 42-3.) For more on Legman's significance, also see Benton, 
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It was Dr. Frederic W ertham who had the greatest success in reaching the general 
public with his indictment of the comic books for their role in the rise of juvenile crime. 
By focusing his sights specifically on the comic book, he popularized an argument made 
by his less famous and less-credentialed peers and sought to make comic books alone the 
scapegoat for what Legman and, later, McLuhan attempted to show to be a far broader 
problem in societal attitudes toward women and toward violence and violent 
entertainments. 253 
The first wave of the attack on comic books peaked in November of 1948 with the 
publication, in National Parent-Teacher, of a "Plan of Action Against Unwholesome 
Comics, Motion Pictures and Radio Programs." It was issued as a "Resolution Adopted 
by the Board of Managers of the National Congress of Parents and Teachers, Chicago, 
September 16, 1948," and stated, "Since juvenile delinquency results from lack of proper 
guidance and example in many homes, from evil forces in the community, and from other 
Horror Comics, 45, and Mitchell, Evil Harvest, 32 n.; Martin Barker, A Haunt of Fears: The Strange 
History of the British Horror Comics Campaign (London: Pluto Press, 1984), 74-9, and Robert 
Warshow's 1950 review of Love and Death in The Immediate Experience, 277-281. In a precursor to 
Wertham's approach, Legman went so far as to out DC's Donenfeld as a "pornographer" and to accuse two 
comic book staffers of practicing sexual perversions. The latter accusation appears in Love & Death, 43, 
and is said to have been partly directed at two men at Timely Publications. See Wright, American Comics, 
200; Jones, Men of Tomorrow, 240. Timely's editor, Stan Lee, recounts a confrontation with Legman in 
Stan Lee and George Mair, Excelsior! The Amazing Life of Stan Lee. (New York: Simon & Schuster, 
2002), 92-93. Finally, I would refer the reader to the penultimate paragraph of Legman's epic No 
Laughing Matter, 987, in which he encapsulates his philosophy as follows: "the purulent seat of [society's] 
disease [is] lying and cruelty to children, and their abnormalization to suit the parents' and society's sick 
needs." 
253 The view that "regeneration through violence" has permeated American cultural mores 
throughout its history is widely accepted as practically axiomatic, but, in particular, see Richard Slotkin's 
excellent and closely argued scholarly work Gunfighter Nation: The Myth of the Frontier in 
Twentieth-Century America (New York: Athenaeum, 1992). Nicholas Lemann has theorized that border 
peoples--and in a very broad sense nearly all Americans, descended from immigrants, once stood on one 
border or another--tend to be clannish and turf-conscious, which leads to an exaggerated sense of honor, 
pride easily wounded and the concomitant result: violence. See Lemann, The Promised Land: The Great 
Black Migration and How it Changed America (New York: A.A. Knopf, 1991). For a more general 
exploration of how local cultural mores migrated from England to the Colonial United States, see David 
Hackett Fischer, Albion's Seed: Four British Folkways in America (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1989). 
contributing factors, we propose to strengthen our program for helping parents and 
community leaders to meet adequately the normal needs of children and youth." 
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The resolution then proposed a "plan of action" which included the following 
proposals: that, nationally, "further studies revealing the effects of these influences on 
children and youth be made," and that the Congress "initiate a cooperative movement 
with publishers and producers to improve products and programs;" that, locally, each 
state Congress was to "set up procedures to review their state and local laws and 
ordinances in regard to sale of objectionable literature," and that "the organization of 
local...evaluating groups ... be encouraged." 254 The plan of action had an almost immediate 
effect. Communities such as Rochester, New York, began adopting ordinances restricting 
the sale of "certain lurid comic books" to persons 18 and older. As a result of such 
ordinances, an opposing reaction to such censorship began to gain ground. An editorial in 
Editor and Publisher for 18 December, 1948, reported, "More than 50 U.S. cities have 
taken action against the sale of comic books. In many of these instances .. .in the form of 
local ordinances prohibiting the sale of certain types of comic books to minors." The 
editorial claimed that such ordinances, "makes public censors of city officials," and 
warned that it might be "difficult to restrain them from extending ... the power of 
censorship ... to other media," for instance, "newspapers carrying news stories of crime." 
The editorial writer concluded by suggesting self-regulation within the industry: "Heavy 
'returns' of objectionable books would influence publishers to mend their ways." 255 
Similarly, an editorial writer in The Nation of March 19, 1949, though deploring 
comic books as such, also protested what he perceived as censorship: 
The present crusade ... has been dismissed by competent psychiatrists 
as ... an effort by guilt-stricken parents to find a scapegoat for their own failure to 
254 "Plan of Action Against Unwholesome Comics, Motion Pictures, And Radio Programs," 
National Parent-Teacher (November 1948): 12. 
255 "Censorship of Comics," Editor and Publisher, December 18, 1948, 36. 
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educate their own children for a healthy maturity. The most disturbing aspect of 
the clean-up is the zeal with which in certain towns church leaders and 
professional censors have taken command. If they can be "purified"--that is, 
controlled--newspapers, periodicals, books, films and everything else will 
follow. 256 
Later that year, Fredric Wertham published a critique of psychoanalytically tinged 
"peace-of-mind literature" in which he managed to get in a couple of sly digs at comic 
books. 257 In May of 1950 Margaret E. Brady published a nuanced article in which she 
claimed that most readers of comic books were between the ages of 10 to 14, and 
presented the pros and cons of the medium. Comic books "stimulate reading," but their 
distribution may also correlate to the rise of juvenile delinquency. 258 
In response to these and other attacks, attempts at industry self-regulation had 
begun in 1948. Although comic book publishers denied the decision was in response to 
any one critic or criticism, in no small part as a result of attacks upon the comic books, on 
July 1st of that year Lev Gleason, his Distributor LS. Manheimer, and other comic book 
publishers, including William Gaines, met in New York City and formed the Association 
of Comics Magazine Publishers (ACMP) as a "self-policing" group administering a code 
of standards. Unfortunately for the future health of the industry, the track record of the 
ACMP in toning down objectionable content was to prove spotty. Since only twelve of 
thirty-four publishers joined, and there were no provisions for enforcement, critics such 
as Wertham could claim only months later that some of the worst comic books were 
256 "Editorial," The Nation, March 19, 1949, 319. 
257 Fredric Wertham, "The Air-Conditioned Conscience," Saturday Review of Literature, 1 
October, 1949, 6-8. 
258 Margaret E. Brady, "Comics--To Read or Not to Read," Wilson Library Bulletin (May 1950) : 
662-668. For the teacher's quote, see "Place of the Comics," New York Times Magazine, January 7, 1945; 
for the Gruenberg quote, see Gruenberg, "Comics as a Social Force." 
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those published with the ACMP seal. Wertham called for a ban on the sale of objection-
able comic books to anyone under 15. By 1949, "over one hundred ordinances regulating 
or restricting crime comic books were enacted" across the United States. 259 In the section 
titled "Past attempts at industry self-regulation" the 1954 Interim Report of Comic Books 
and Juvenile Delinquency reported that the industry's attempts to regulate its own content 
had failed "for a variety ofreasons." Some publishers declined to join the ACMP 
because they felt their output was too innocuous to require such a seal; some joined but 
resigned because they felt their output was cheapened by an association with publishers 
of inferior work, and some resigned owing to "internecine warfare." Allegedly, Gaines 
resigned "rather than meet the standards of the code." Finally, in 1950, according to the 
association's attorney, "[T]he defections became so bad we could not afford to continue 
[the] precensorship arrangement and that has been discarded. Today we do no 
self-regulation at all except as it may exist in the minds of the editors and they proceed in 
their daily work. The association, I would say, is out of business and so is the code." The 
report concluded: 
Meanwhile, however, those publishers who continued as members also continued 
to imprint on the covers of their comic books the seal of approval ... This practice 
was continued even though ... none of the comics were reviewed at any point by 
the association. As a matter of fact, some highly objectionable comic books 
dealing with crime and horror were introduced at the subcommittee hearings 
bearing such imprint. The subcommittee believes that this practice was ... most 
assuredly calculated to mislead the parents of the children buying such comic 
books.260 
259 Mitchell, in Evil Harvest, 23-5, claims only 12 of25 joined, but see "Cornie Books and 
Juvenile Delinquency." 30-32. 
26° Cornie Books and Juvenile Delinquency. 30-32. Gaines himself has commented, "I used to go 
up to (ACMP administrator) Schultz and yell and scream and pull my hair and talk him out of almost 
anything. And if you look at my old books with the seal on them you'll see what we could publish with the 
association's approval because Schultz was just getting a salary." John Michlig, "EC Comics: A Strange 
Undertaking," Baby Boomer Collectibles, (March 1994). 
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In September of 1950 Dr. Wertham published another article in The Nation, 
"What to Do Until the Doctor Goes." This one did not mention comic books at all, but 
embraced another of Wertham's pet causes, "psychiatrists and psychoanalysts who blame 
the patient...when they do not cure him." 261 It appeared as though the formation of the 
Association of Comics Magazine Publishers had quelled a good deal of the opposition to 
comic books; even Wertham had, seemingly, given up. But the opposition was not 
entirely stifled but merely stilled. At that time, Wertham was supplying Senator Estes 
Kefauver with information culled from his Lafargue clinic surveys, data that was 
eventually to form the basis for the first Congressional hearing on Comic Books and 
Juvenile Delinquency, in 1950. 
In 1951 only Marshall McLuhan, in two short pieces in The Mechanical Bride, 
had anything new to say about the comics. Camus, in writing of Objective Realism, 
believed that its tendency to reduce "man ... to elementals of his external reaction 
and ... behavior," was a force, not for autonomy but for automation, since, "Its technique 
consists of describing men by their outside appearances, in their most casual actions, of 
reproducing, without comment, everything they say down to their repetitions, and finally 
by acting as if men were entirely defined by their daily automatisms .... "262 
This statement provides as good an introduction as any to Marshall McLuhan's 
The Mechanical Bride: Folklore of Industrial Man, in which he took Legman's theme of 
a societal trend in which a permissible violence replaces a suppressed sexuality and tied it 
to the notion that the entire society is becoming increasingly mechanistic. His book was 
an early example of a work in a scholarly field that would come to be known as "Media 
Criticism." In his introduction to the book he made known his intentions: 
261 Fredric Wertham, "What to Do Until the Doctor Goes," The Nation, 2 September 1950, 67-69. 
262 Albert Camus, The Rebel, trans. Anthony Bower (London : Penguin Books, Ltd., 1962), 231. 
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Since so many minds are engaged in bringing about [a] condition of public 
helplessness, it seemed fitting to devise a method for reversing the process. Why 
not use the new commercial education as a means to enlightening its intended 
prey? Why not assist the public to observe consciously the drama which is 
intended to operate upon it unconsciously? ... This book reverses that process by 
providing typical visual imagery of our environment and dislocating it into 
meaning by inspection. Where visual symbols have been employed in an effort to 
paralyze the mind, they are here used as a means of energizing it. It is observable 
that the more illusion and falsehood needed to maintain any given state of affairs, 
the more tyranny is needed to maintain the illusion and falsehood. Today the 
tyrant rules not by club or fist, but, disguised as a market researcher, he shepherds 
his flocks in the ways of utility and comfort. 263 
McLuhan discussed a variety of comic strip characters, but confined his 
discussion of comic books to the crime and superhero gemes. He was scathing about the 
"moral bankruptcy of the crime comics;" Superman was "totalitarian" and his adventures 
were "a drama of the psychological defeat of technological man." Most interesting was 
the chapter ( or, as he styled it, "exhibit") "Money in Comics;" in it, McLuhan cited 
Legman and W ertham' s attacks on comic books and stated, 
In the matter of intellectual quality there is little to choose between Dare 
Devil Comics and Gone With the Wind ... just as in emotional pattern there is little 
or no difference between the "middle-brow" and the "low-brow." The difference 
is mainly in the amount of lush verbiage and the opulence of turnout. There is no 
question of perception or taste in the genteel movie or novel or in the pulps. But 
the superiority of the pulps is in their absence of pretentiousness, and the readers 
of this form of entertainment are altogether undeceived by it. They are never 
under the impression of having bought or read something with "class." 
McLuhan neither condoned nor condemned the "pulps," but took pains to point out that 
their existence was necessary, if only to set off "excellence. "264 
With the exception of McLuhan's specialized critique of Western society, in 
which comic books constituted one small aspect of the whole, the cultural crusade against 
263 McLuhan, The Mechanical Bride, v-vi. 
264 McLuhan, ibid., 31, 102, 152-3. 
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comic books largely abated during most of the Korean conflict, as had also been the case 
during much of the Second World War.265 Between 1950 and 1953 it was mainly kept 
alive by Dr. Frederic Wertham, who once again played a major part in reviving, as well 
as generating, controversy about the content of comic books. According to Gilbert, in 
November 1953, "Wertham strove to rekindle the ... comic book ... controversy ... with an 
article in .. .The Ladies' Home Journal," 266 which was, "in fact, only a popularized 
summary of Seduction of the Innocent, which he published in the spring of 1954."267 
Nearly chosen as a Book of the Month Club alternate selection, and favorably reviewed 
by C. Wright Mills in The New York Times Book Review, Seduction of the Innocent 
created a sensation. 268 However, even though W ertham himself claimed that the book 
was the result of seven years of research, 269 he made a surprising number of elementary 
mistakes. Wertham did not confuse comic books with comic strips. He did, however, 
claim, echoing Legman, and without substantiation, that "comic books are most widely 
265 Although in the Sunday June 22, 1952 comic strip, "Peanuts," Charles Schultz shows 
Charlie Brown in a drug store surveying a rack of comic books (labeled "For the Kiddies") with 
titles such as "Terror," "Mangle," "Hate" "Ouch" and "Murder Comix." He is saying, "What a 
beautiful gory layout!" See Charles Schultz, The Complete Peanuts: 1950 to 1952 (Seattle, WA: 
Fantagraphics Books, 2004), 205; the panel is also reproduced in Pierre Couperie and Maurice C. 
Hom, A History of the Comic Strip (New York: Crown Publishers, 1968), 152. 
266 Fredric Wertham, "What Parents Don't Know About Comic Books," Ladies' Home Journal, 
November 1953, 50-53. 
267 James Burkhart Gilbert, A Cycle of Outrage: America's Reaction to the Juvenile Delinquent in 
the 1950s (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), 103. 
268 Mills wrote, "All parents should be grateful to Dr. Wertham for having written Seduction of the 
Innocent .... Wertham has read these ugly pamphlets with the eye of the psychiatrist; it has made him an 
angry man, who has good reasons for anger ... Dr. Wertham's cases, his careful observations, and his sober 
reflections about the American child in a world of comic violence and unfunny filth testify to a most 
commendable use of the professional mind in the service of the public." See C. Wright Mills, "Nothing to 
Laugh At," The New York Times Book Review, April 25, 1954, 20-21. Incidentally, Kefauver was 
heavily influenced by C. Wright Mills's writings. See Harvey Swados, Standing Up for the People: The 
Life and Work of Estes Kefauver (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1972), 180. 
269 Wertham, Seduction, 16. 
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read by children, comic strips by adults." 210 The sales figures did not bear him out. Comic 
books were widely read by older adolescents and adults, particularly servicemen. He also 
claimed, sweepingly and inaccurately, that when comic strips were reprinted as comic 
books (something not often done by 1953) the publisher "can (and sometimes does) add a 
semi pornographic story for the children ... and a gory cover--things from which censorship 
protects the adult comic strip reader." 211 Furthermore, he drew his examples from a 
select sample of materials across a seven year span, yet made no attempt to provide 
publishers, titles or dates which would enable others to check his citations to ensure he 
was not taking material out of context, which he was frequently guilty of doing. Finally, 
W ertham often failed to cite his sources when the evidence against comic books was 
damning, but when critics agreed with him, or when he disagreed with his colleagues or 
wished to rebut his critics, he readily provided references in the body of the text. For 
instance, he rebuts a "father" who wrote a letter in response to a Time magazine report on 
"one stage of my investigation"; he decried the "special pleading" of his colleagues on 
behalf of the industry in a special issue of the Journal of Educational Sociology; he 
answered the "shocking claim[s]" of critic Bernard De Voto in the pages of Harper's. 272 
Yet the book, which represented the culmination of W ertham' s crusade, was itself full of 
shocking claims, few of which were backed up by hard evidence. His study lacked 
controls and was therefore not scientifically grounded. His methodology appeared to 
270 Ibid., 14. 
271 Wertham, Seduction, 14-15. Although mention should be made of the Harvey Comics reprints 
of Chester Gould's gruesome "Dick Tracy" comic strip.Yet Harvey' censors had also been known to 
delete particularly objectionable panels, presumably to forestall criticism. See Shel Dorfs "Editor's Note," 
in Dick Tracy: The "Unprinted Years" #2, (El Cajon: CA: Blackthome Publishing, November 1987). 
272 Ibid., 48, 220, 338-39. 
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adopt the same "end justifies the means" mentality he deplored in the comic books he 
criticized. It is interesting to speculate that Seduction of the Innocent was to a significant 
degree made possible and rendered effective because of the prevailing Red Scare 
atmosphere in which scattershot allegations were regarded as stronger and more 
convincing than actual evidence, for the book was riddled with inaccuracies, 
exaggerations and distortions. For instance, Wertham claimed, "Often the public does not 
even know which firm publishes which crime comic, because the names of the firms ... are 
almost as elusive as the titles." 273 And Wertham's statement that by 1954 crime comics 
"form the vast majority of all comic books" was based on his erroneous understanding 
that all comic books were crime comic books. 274 
Wertham frequently took quotes out of context and twisted the truth in other 
ways. Other critiques and studies have summarized Seduction of the Innocent and 
273 Ibid., 30. William Gaines, for one, later ridiculed this claim: "I don't know where the idea came 
from that these things were published anonymously. I've never seen a comic book yet that didn't have the , 
name and the address of the publisher .... In fact, some of the laws required that the address be included." 
Decker and Groth, "Interview With William M. Gaines," 74. My theory regarding this error is that 
Wertham's source materials were probably comic books which had had their covers tom off. News dealers 
did this to save postage, since they mailed the covers back to their source in order to claim credit from the 
publishers for unsold copies. Although they were then supposed to destroy the coverless comics, it was the 
practice of many to sell them to secondary vendors, who resold them at a greatly reduced price. This fact is 
relevant because the publisher information was often supplied on the inside front cover of the comic book. 
See Duin and Richardson, Comics Between the Panels, 98. 
274 This claim is carefully refuted by Watt-Evans, who writes, "Some people seem to think that 
during the early 1950s horror comics were as dominant as superhero comics are now. This was simply not 
true. At the peak of the market and the peak of the horror craze, in late 1953 and early 1954 (just before the 
boom-and-bust cycle went bust), there were about 500 titles on the newsstands; about 75 of them were 
horror--less than a sixth of the total. The others included superheroes, science fiction, westerns, crime, 
jungle comics, funny animals, teen humor, romance--a whole range of genres. Horror might have been the 
single largest genre for maybe six months or a year in there somewhere, before it all came crashing down; 
many of those 75 titles were started in '53 or '54 and only lasted a couple of issues. There were probably 
more westerns even at the peak of the horror craze. Still, all those disclaimers notwithstanding, starting in 
1950 there really was a craze for horror comics. Whether E.C.'s three titles began it or were simply in the 
right place to cash in on it, I don't know--nobody does." See Watt-Evans, "Horror Comics of the 1950s," 
Decker and Groth, 74. 
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pointed out its merits and shortcomings. 275 One in particular is worth quoting. "Wertham," 
said Savage, "tarred all comic books with the same broad brush. It was a necessary 
technique for a onocausationist who had chosen to assume that the medium was the 
message. W ertham could not afford to find redeeming qualities of any of the material 
under consideration, for to do so would have been to weaken the framework of his 
argument." Furthermore, "The EC comics exhibited quality artwork and innovative 
editorial direction, and therefore they were as lightning rods to opponents of the medium. 
Their high visibility on newsstands made them natural targets in Wertham's campaign," 
which, ultimately, was "more forensic than scientific." 276 
The attacks on the comic book industry did not end with W ertham. Geoffrey 
Wagner's 1954 Parade of Pleasure included a chapter titled "Comics: The Curse of the 
Kids." 277 Although it offered the reader a great many informative illustrations, it also 
gave unsubstantiated opinions; for example, that any American who criticizes comic 
books was accused of being a "Communist." Moreover, it is apparent that Wagner's 
reading of the material was superficial; for instance, he incorrectly identified Superboy as 
275 These include, but are not limited to, the following. Among reviews, see especially Wolcott 
Gibbs's witty "Keep Those Paws to Yourself, Space Rat," New Yorker, 8 May 1954, 134-41 and Robert 
Warshow's thoughtful "Paul, the Horror Comics, and Dr. Wertham," Commentary (June 1954), reprinted 
in Warshaw, The Immediate Experience, 53-74. Among longer treatments, see Gilbert, A Cycle of 
Outrage, 91-108; Nyberg, Seal of Approval, 85-103; Shearon Lowery and Melvin DeFleur, eds, 
Milestones in Mass Communication Research: Media Effects (New York: Longman, 1983), 233-266; 
Barker, A Haunt of Fears, 56-70. 
276 Savage, Commies, 96,98, 141 n. 21. See Frederic M. Thrasher, "The Comics and Delinquency: 
Cause or Scapegoat," Journal of Educational Sociology 23, no. 4 (December 1949) :195-205. The entire 
issue is devoted to a debate on the comic book controversy. "Not one of [the] contributors agreed with 
Wertham's stand." Also see West, Children, 47. 
277 Geoffrey Wagner, Parade of Pleasure: A Study of Popular Iconography in the USA (London: 
Derek Verschoyle, 1954), 71-114. 
102 
"Superman's brother" rather than as the younger version of Superman. 218 Like Wertham, 
Wagner essentially offered up a list of accusatory adjectives similar to, though more 
literate and nuanced, than Wertham's: comic books were "semi-smut;" offered "a 
monstrous reiteration of the morbid;" and "almost unadulterated ghastliness;" were guilty 
of "anti-intellectualism;" portray "a child's or idiot's dream," and threatened to create a 
"wordless generation." He concluded that such images were "robbing our children of 
imaginative exercise, crippling their psyche, and menacing their future. And in depicting 
violence and horror in glamorous guises the comic-book surely stands guilty of a crime 
against us all.m79 
The controversy did not die down even after Gaines's appearance before the 
Subcommittee. In "Paul, the Horror Comics and Dr. Wertham," published in the June, 
1954 issue of Commentary, critic Robert Warshaw confessed that he didn't like his 
eleven-year-old son reading horror comic books, but accused Dr. Wertham of 
"carelessness" and suggested that attempts to suppress the industry would be problematic 
and concludes that it is likely that something even worse would arise to take their 
place.280 
In an unattributed article from the November 1954 Changing Times, "The Dirt 
and Trash That Kids Are Reading and What Can Be Done About It," the author 
summarized W ertham' s book, and referred to "crime and horror" comics as "the flimsy, 
poorly printed, poorly written, poorly drawn magazines with their all-too-frequent themes 
278 Wagner, Parade, 71-2, 96. 
279 Ibid., 74, 81,-3, 94, 106, 112. 
280 Warshaw, "Paul, the Horror Comics and Dr. Wertham," in The Immediate Experience, 53-74. 
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of murder, sadism, torture, race hatred, and their portrayal oflawless heroes, nearly naked 
girls, vampires and ghouls." But the writer also quoted Josette Frank of the Child Study 
Association of America, who "believes that a normal child from a normal home will not 
be adversely affected if some comic books--even a few of the very bad ones--are on his 
reading menu." Like North, the author suggested greater parental involvement in the 
reading matter of the child and prescribed several methods to guide and regulate what 
children read." 281 
Wertham himself wrote an article for the April 9, 1955 Saturday Review, "It's 
Still Murder: What Parents Still Don't Know About Comic Books." He sniped, "It would 
seem that Senators are more interested in subversion than about perversion." He claimed 
the comics code was ineffective and recapitulated his arguments from Seduction of the 
Innocent. 282 W ertham' s crusade did not end even long after the implementation of the 
Comics Code. In a 1957 book chronicling his involvement in a notorious murder case, he 
continued to hammer upon the theme of violent media and its harmful effects on the 
minds of impressionable children. He also chose to settle a few scores with the comic 
book industry and other antagonists, such as the ACLU, which he roundly criticized 
because it "got out a pamphlet with a spirited defense of...the comic book industry." 1 He 
devoted three pages to excoriating the continued popularity of Superman, and resumed 
his attack on crime and horror titles, quoting one critic who refers to them as 
"commercialized sadism," even though many of the titles were no longer available on 
newsstands at the time of the book's publication. He even devoted another two pages to 
281 "The Dirt & Trash That Kids Are Reading," Changing Times: The Kiplinger Magazine, 
November 1954, 25-29. 
282 Fredric Wertham, "It's Still Murder," 11-121. 
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criticizing "The Whipping," from Shock SuspensStories 15 (April-May 1954). Rather 
than acknowledge the story as an impassioned plea for racial and religious tolerance, he 
referred instead to its "sickly hypocritical 'moral'." That this tale was published one year 
prior to the Santana case and three years before the publication of his book apparently 
doesn't matter. Wertham then concluded with a speculation that the atomic age had 
produced "a psychological fallout" in which delinquents are "poisoned" by "mass media 
violence." The book appeared to be tom between a critique of the juvenile justice system 
and a critique of a violent society, and ends on a pessimistic note. Wertham refused to 
blame Santana, who was convicted of murder and sentenced to 25 years to life, and 
concluded that "to a boy like Santana society, the State itself, appears unsocial." We can 
question whether Wertham's societal critique is vitiated by his own use of the very true-
murder model he deplored in the crime comics. 283 
Like the pulps, comic books were a low form of literature consumed by people of 
all ages and by members of all classes, but were increasingly identified with the lower 
class, and found few defenders from among the critical establishment, or from educators. 
As we shall see, the relatively sophisticated comic books which did betray literary values 
were the ones most subjected to criticism, most likely due to what was perceived as a 
cynicism of attitude which was counterproductive to Cold War morale and constituted a 
negative influence on children. Curiously, as during the 1942-1946 period, between 1950 
and 1953 published criticisms of the comic book had temporarily abated. This slackening 
of criticism was due in part to continuing, if ineffectual industry attempts at self-
283 Fredric Wertham, The Circle of Guilt (London: Dobson, 1957), 14, 37, 40, 48-50, 52-3, 64-5, 
71, 75-7, 86-90, 93, 99-100, 137-138, 156-57, 161-175, 188. 
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regulation, and perhaps also, in part, to the stresses of the Korean War, which may have 
made criticism of the excesses of comic books seem like a trivial cause. However, as the 
industry efforts at self-regulation became less and less effective, the criticisms resumed 
toward the close of the Korean Conflict and during the height of McCarthyism. 
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CHAPTER 7 
EC AND THE COMIC BOOK CONTROVERSY 
When EC became a trend-setter in the early 1950s, its troubles began. Other 
publishers envied and copied it, and it also began attracting the attention of some of the 
medium's most vociferous critics. When this ostensibly lowbrow comic book company 
aspired to present material more suited to a middlebrow audience, the criticisms 
sharpened and took new, unprecedented forms. Not merely the outraged cries of 
crusaders, but police persecution, adverse journalistic commentary, and governmental 
interference on both the local and national level ensued. EC publisher William Gaines, 
his artist-writer-editors, Harvey Kurtzman and Al Feldstein, and even his eventual 
business manager, Lyle Stuart, all became the targets of critics, and, eventually, of 
governmental bodies of inquiry attempting to link the comic book to juvenile 
delinquency. One of the oddest aspects of this controversy was the instrumental role 
William Gaines's father had played both in the creation of the comic book, and in 
attempting to elevate it to respectability. 284 
William Gaines's father Max, also known as "Charlie," was born Maxwell 
Charles Ginsberg in New York City, in the late 1800s. He was respectively, a teacher, 
school principal, salesman and advertising man. Educational Comics had its origins in 
1933, when Max Charles Gaines and Harry Wildenberg, salesmen for the Eastern Color 
Printing Company, persuaded their firm to use their sometimes idle presses to publish 
Donenfeld's Funnies on Parade, a compilation of color Sunday newspaper comic strips 
284 In 1942 Max Gaines wrote one of the first appreciations of the medium, the pamphlet 
"Narrative Illustration: The Story of the Comics," reprinted in Von Bernewitz and Geissrnan. Tales of 
Terror!, 245-260. 
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that were giveaways for Proctor and Gamble. As industry legend has it, in 1933 it was 
M.C. Gaines who first suggested placing a ten-cent price sticker on these comic books, 
which were still basically compilations of newspaper 'funnies' given away as premiums. 
George Delacorte, fresh from successfully packaging crossword puzzle magazines, 
helped pitch Eastem's Famous Funnies to the nation's oldest and largest magazine 
distributor, American News Company, which ensured that it could be obtained via 
newsstands by June 1934. Moving to McClure syndicate in 1935, Max was producing 
books for Delacorte's Dell Publishing by 1936. 285 When, two years later, his assistant, 
Sheldon Meyer, brought in a comic strip devised by Jerome Siegel and Jerry Shuster and 
suggested it could serve as a feature in the first issue of DC's Action Comics, Gaines was 
convinced. Since Gaines's firm already printed Harry Donenfeld's DC line, to drum up 
business for his presses Gaines sent Mayer to sell the strip to Action's editor, Vincent 
Sullivan. As a result, Superman was launched--along with the comic book industry and 
the superhero genre. Thanks to this early start, and the 1939 success of Bob Kane's 
Batman, DC was to remain the industry leader for 30 years. 
Because DC was thriving, DC co-founder Jack Liebowitz's then-partner Max 
Gaines, and his All-American line (Green Lantern, Wonder Woman, Hawkman and The 
Flash, among others) also prospered. Possibly because early critics of the comics 
claimed comic books were little more than tools for illiteracy, Gaines decided to branch 
out into educational comics. He formed EC (Educational Comics) in 1945. By 1947 the 
titles in his line were floundering. That August, Max Gaines died in a boating accident on 
Lake Placid and his 25-year old son Bill was saddled with the responsibility of 
285 Bemewitz and Geissman, Tales, 218; Jones, Men of Tomorrow, 99-100. 
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resuscitating a failing line with only a few imitative true crime, superhero, western and 
romance titles. William Gaines was born in the Bronx on March 1, 1922, and had 
originally aspired to be a chemistry teacher. 286 He had a difficult relationship with his 
father, who considered him, at best, a nuisance, and at worse, a person who would never 
amount to anything. 287 His son commented: 
He was very much into his business and he would go in early and work 
late and worked hard until he retired, and then he decided to come back into 
business and started working hard all over again. But it was hard for him because 
he'd lost all his contacts, he'd sold them with the business, sold his paper 
contracts, and this was right after the war and things were difficult, and, of course, 
he'd sold his staff. And he'd had a wonderful staff built up ... but he couldn't use 
them any more because he'd sold them, so he found it difficult to get back into 
business. He tried to do it with a line of children's comics like Tiny Tot Comics 
and Land of the Lost, and I don't remember all the titles .... to try and get back into 
newsstand comics, he found it very difficult. And at the time of his death, he had 
been losing money because the titles that he was putting out weren't successful. 288 
In March of 1948 Al Feldstein, who had free-lanced since leaving the lger shop 
early in 1946 and who had worked briefly for Victor Fox, first met and eventually began 
collaborating on stories with Bill Gaines. By late 1949 Gaines, on the urging of 
Feldstein, began testing the waters by publishing horror stories (in the derivative true-
crime genre titles War Against Crime and Crime Patrol). 289 Sales figures indicated that 
these were a success, and Gaines scrapped his western, crime, and romance titles and 
began publishing what he called his "New Trend" titles, which eventually numbered 
twelve. 
286 Ibid., 218. 
287 See Frank Jacobs, The MAD World ofWilliamM. Gaines (Secaucus, NJ: Lyle Stuart, Inc., 
1972). 
288 Steve Ringgenberg, "An Interview with William M. Gaines," Gauntlet 3 (1992): 86-94. 
289 First appearing in War Against Crime! 10, December 1949-January 1950 and Crime Patrol 15, 
January-February 1950. Also see War Against Crime! 11, February-March 1950 and Crime Patrol 16, 
March-April 1950. Von Bemewitz and Geissman. Tales, 69. 
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Not only Bill Gaines, but nearly all of the young artists who were to form the core 
of the EC enterprise, had been veterans of World War Two, notably Jack Kamen, Wally 
Wood, Harvey Kurtzman, and Joe Orlando. A critical attitude hardened by post-war 
disillusionment was to drive the sensibilities of much EC output. As Orlando relates, "We 
all had a hate for supercilious authority .... It was hard to even get [ a job] interview right 
after the war. ... There was very little housing, and the jobs, they were all taken .... Every 
time we went for a job, some son of a bitch who hadn't been in the army had been there 
first. ... And that anger, in the end, was what spawned EC comics and Mad. We were all 
angry. We had all been screwed." 290 Harvey Kurtzman's wife Adele recalls, "[Harvey] 
hated the Army. He had nightmares from being in the Army, about having to go back. He 
really detested it. He was set to go overseas but never did because the war ended." 291 
Novelist Steven King, scriptwriter for the EC-homage film Creepshow, also speculates 
on the connection between post-war disillusionment and, specifically, EC horror comics: 
The EC Comics were like the last gasp of a more gentle romanticism. It 
was as though these people came out of World War Two saying, "We know now 
that all this bullshit we used to believe about knights in shining armor and the 
good guys always winning is not true." All it took was a look at those bodies. And 
yet at the same time, they still wanted to believe it. So you get stories where the 
corpse comes back from the grave and murders the people who killed him .... 
When the corpse came back, it was as though they were saying ... "We think there 
is a just God who administers justice and puts everything to right in the end." 
fi • h 1 b • h • fi • 292 Horror 1ctlon as a ways een, mt at sense, very romantic 1ctlon. 
The artists expressed their anger and disillusionment about the war through their 
work. First came horror titles in early 1950: The Crypt of Terror (later Tales from the 
Qryp!, allegedly after wholesalers objected to the word "terror"), The Vault of Horror and 
290 Duin and Richardson, Comics Between the Panels, 141. 
291 Blake Bell, "I Have to Live With This Guy!": Featuring the Lives of the Partners and Wives of 
Top Comics Creators, (Raleigh, NC: TwoMorrows Publishing, 2002), 91. 
292 Cited in James Twitchell, Preposterous Violence: Fables of Aggression in Modem Culture 
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The Haunt ofFear. 293 These were an almost immediate and phenomenal success, due in 
no small part to the theme of cosmic justice but also to the superiority of their rendering. 
EC paid the highest rates in the field for artwork and was already beginning to assemble a 
stable of veteran artists like Jack Kamen, who had worked for Fox, as well as young up-
and-comers like Wally Wood and Bill Elder. EC featured stories generated from Gaines's 
voracious reading and his collaboration, as storyboard consultant, with writer/artist Al 
Feldstein. Science Fiction, and, later in 1950, noir-ish crime titles were added: Weird 
Science, Weird Fantasy, and Crime SuspenStories, eventually followed by Shock 
SuspenStories. 294 None of them resembled anything else available on the market, though 
they soon inspired many inferior imitations. Even before hiring of Harvey Kurtzman late 
in 1949, Gaines had already started to publish an innovative line of comic books. EC had 
become trend-setters rather than trend-followers. In time Kurtzman edited, as well as 
scripting, laying out, and sometimes drawing, two meticulously researched war titles: 
Two Fisted Tales in 1950 and Frontline Combat the following year.295 By 1952 EC 
expanded into social commentary with Shock SuspenStories, and then into humor, with 
Mad, the result of a brainstorming session between Gaines, Feldstein, and Kurtzman. The 
293Veteran comic book artist Sheldon Moldoff ("Hawkman") claims it was he who gave Bill 
Gaines the idea, in March of 1948, of promoting a line of supernatural comics--and that Gaines, perhaps on 
the advice of his business advisor, and de facto publisher of EC, Sol Cohen, cheated him out of an agreed-
upon percentage of the profits. Embittered, Moldoff eventually left EC. The proposed book, Tales of the 
Supernatural, never appeared, but allegedly stories intended for the title were published in Moon Girl 4 
(Summer 1948), Moon Girl 5 (Fall 1948), Moon Girl Fights Crime! 7 (May-June 1949), Crime Patrol 11 
(April-May 1949), and Crime Patrol 12 (June-July 1949). By early 1950 EC had begun the shift to horror in 
earnest; War Against Crime became Vault of Horror 12 (April-May 1950); Crime Patrol became Crypt of 
Terror 17 (April-May 1950), and Gunfighter became Haunt of Fear 15 (May-June 1950). See Von 
Bernewitz, and Geissman, Tales, 53, 60, 62, 65-9; Duin and Richardson. Comics Between the Panels, 321-
2. 
294 Saddle Romances became Weird Science 12 (May-June 1950); A Moon, A Girl...Romance 
became Weird Fantasy 13 (May-June 1950); both were followed by Crime SuspenStories 1 (October-
November 1950). See Von Bernewitz and Geissman, Tales, 56, 62, 154. 
295 Harvey. The Art of the Comic Book, 129. The fourth issue of The Haunt of Fear was re-
numbered from number 17 to number 4, and continued as Two-Fisted Tales 18 (November-December 
1950). Possibly because the Korean war was very much in the news, EC's next new title was Frontline 
Combat 1 (July-August 1951). 
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title originally spoofed other comic books but later expanded into a satirical critique of 
other media and of American institutions such as movies, newspapers, supermarkets, 
baseball, etc. Edited by Kurtzman, Mad was turning a profit by the fourth issue, and soon 
became so successful, and so widely imitated, that in 1953 EC published its own spin-off, 
Panic, edited by Feldstein. In mid-1954, Piracy, the twelfth and final "New Trend" title, 
was added. 296 
Gaines managed to make a success of the faltering EC line, and, in retrospect, one 
of his best decisions was hiring Al Feldstein. Born in Brooklyn, New York on October 
24, 1925, Feldstein first joined EC as an artist but soon became editor of seven of 
Gaines's titles. A versatile writer, he scripted science fiction, horror, crime, and "social 
relevance" stories for the EC line from 1950 to 1955--by his own account, a story a day, 
in collaboration with Gaines, for four years. His prodigious work habits earned him both 
the respect of the industry and a large salary. 297 
Another of Gaines's more fortunate decisions was in hiring Harvey Kurtzman. 
Born in Manhattan on October 3, 1924, Kurtzman attended the High School of Music and 
Art, where he met Al Feldstein and Kurtzman's future collaborator Bill Elder. 298 Later, he 
was to list the High School of Music and Art, "popular comic strips of the 30s and 40s," 
and the Cooper Union Art School as his "most important influences. "299 He enlisted in 
the army during World War Two, following which he wrote and drew some humorous 
filler pages for Stan Lee, who worked for Martin Goodman's Timely line (later Marvel). 
296 John Benson, notes on Mad 13, in Mad Volume 3 (West Plains, MO: Russ Cochran, Publisher, 
1987). Mad 1 had a cover date of October-November 1952. Panic 1 had a cover date of February-March 
1954. By late 1953 there were several Mad imitators on the newsstands. Piracy 1 debuted with a cover date 
of October-November 1954. 
297 Von Bemewitz and Geissman. Tales, 218-9. 
298 Ibid., 219. 
299 Harvey Kurtzman, From ARRGH to ZAP!: A Visual History of Comics (New York: Prentice 
Hall, 1991), 41. 
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With these he assembled a portfolio and, inspired by the notion that he might be working 
for a publisher called Educational Comics, met with William Gaines, who eventually set 
Kurtzman to work on his horror and science-fiction titles. Kurtzman, looking for 
assignments more to his liking, suggested that Gaines devise a straightforward adventure 
comic. Gaines consented and Kurtzman began writing for and editing Two-Fisted Tales 
late in 1950. Frontline Combat, inspired by the Korean War, followed a few months later. 
In both titles, Kurtzman was influenced by the "hard-edged documentary style" of the 
true-crime stories of Charles Biro published in Lev Gleason's Comic House line. He 
researched his topics, based them on historic events and was a stickler for accuracy in the 
stories he laid out and assigned to the regular EC artists. 300 He sought to present stories 
which de glamorized warfare and focused on the fate of the individual soldier and civilian. 
To help Kurtzman make more money, Gaines proposed that he do a humor book, 
which Gaines thought would not require detailed research. 301 Gaines wanted to call it 
"EC's Mad Mag;" Kurtzman shortened the title to Mad. By the second issue Kurtzman 
had discovered his formula: satire and parody which would "reveal a fundamental flaw or 
untruth in [its] subject.. .. To entertain [the] audience but [also] to remind it of what the 
real world is like." Politically left-wing, it is likely possible that Kurtzman turned to 
satire as a means of commenting upon the changes in the United States which had taken 
place in the postwar period. By 1956, Mad was so successful that Gaines converted it to a 
magazine format to keep Kurtzman on. According to Gaines, 
Harvey Kurtzman ... got a very lucrative offer from ... Pageant magazine, 
and he had, prior to that time, evinced an interest in changing Mad into a 
magazine. At the time I didn't think I wanted to because I didn't know anything 
about publishing magazines. I was a comics publisher. But, remembering this 
300 Adele Kurtzman recalls, "He had that obsession with detail. ... His step-father was very 
meticulous and so was his mother." Bell, "I Have to Live With This Guy!", 91. 
301 In 1996 Adele Kurtzman's claimed Mad was Harvey's idea. "I remember that comics weren't 
doing well, and Harvey said 'Let's do something funny. That's what comics are, let's do something funny." 
Von Bernewitz and Geissman, 188; Bell, "I Have to Live With This Guy!", 89. 
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interest, when he got this offer, I countered his offer by saying I would allow him 
to change Mad into a magazine, which proved to be a very lucky step for me. But 
that's why it was changed. It was not changed to avoid the [Comics] Code. Now, 
as a result of this, it did avoid the Code, but that's not why I did it. If Harvey had 
not gotten that offer from Pageant, Mad probably never would have changed 
format.302 
Adele Kurtzman's claims, "Bill changed the comic to magazine size to keep 
Harvey. Harvey felt it had more prestige as a magazine. Separating himself from Frederic 
Wertham's attacks and the Comics Code may have had something to do with it, but 
nobody thought much of comic books. It was the heyday of the magazine." 303 
When Gaines got out of the comic book business altogether and began publishing 
only Mad, Kurtzman stayed on, but, emboldened by a 1956 offer by Playboy publisher 
Hugh Hefner, he demanded fifty-one per cent of the magazine. 304 Gaines refused these 
terms, and, on the advice of his friend and business manager Lyle Stuart, recruited 
Feldstein to helm Mad. The meeting between William Gaines and a Broadway journalist 
named Lyle Stuart was to prove a fateful one. Stuart, publisher of the tabloid Expose, was 
an admirer of Mad , and when he wrote a letter requesting a subscription, Gaines wrote 
back that he was an admirer and "charter subscriber" of Stuart's Expose. One week later 
Gaines bought shares of the magazine's stock. The two men became friends. Within a 
year, when EC's business manager Frank Lee retired, Gaines asked Stuart to consider 
taking the position. 305 Eventually, Gaines appointed Stuart his business manager. 306 Not 
302 Steve Ringgenberg, "An Interview," 86-94. 
303Bell, "I Have to Live With This Guy!", 90. 
304 Adele Kurtzman mentions that "Harvey felt the artists were being underpaid." Von Bemewitz 
and Geissman, 189. 
305 Jacobs, MAD World, 86-87. 
306 At a memorial service for Gaines in 1992, Stuart claims Gaines told him how, inspired by 
Expose, he "had one story in every comic against racism. Whether it was against black racism or Indian 
racism, or Cath--they were marvelously inspiring and very educational for children .... So we eventually 
met." John Robert Tebbel, "What, Me Gone? An Annotated Transcript of the William M. Gaines 
Memorial Service, Friday, June 5, 1992," http://www.instantclassics.com/ic_html/gainesl.html (22 April 
2005). 
everyone at EC was amenable to Stuart's new prominence; Adele Kurtzman 
characterized him as "a man I don't mind saying I find very nasty." 307 
The EC-Winchell feud got started because of Stuart. It is difficult today to 
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account for the popularity, and tremendous power, of the influential columnist Broadway 
Walter Winchell. If the notoriously vain Winchell held a grudge against EC, and there is 
reason to believe he did, it may have had something to do with the fact that Lyle Stuart 
was both EC's business manager, and the editor-publisher of Expose, a tabloid which had 
published, in its second monthly issue, dated November 1952, a piece titled "The Truth 
About Winchell." A year later, Stuart followed this piece with a book titled The Secret 
Life of Walter Winchell. 308 The famously vindictive Winchell was quick to retaliate. As 
Winchell biographer Bob Thomas recounts: 
Information on Stuart was fed to Winchell. He delighted in printing the 
fact that Stuart had pleaded guilty to an attempted extortion at the age of nineteen. 
(Stuart declared he had been tricked into it by a con man.) Winchell's friends on 
in the police department helped the campaign. Stuart was business manager for a 
publisher of comic books; police raided the office and arrested Stuart on the 
grounds the comic books were obscene. "Attention all newsstands," Winchell 
announced. "Anyone selling the filth of Lyle Stuart will be subject to the same 
arrest." 
The publication was Panic number one; the story characterized as obscene was 
Feldstein's Mickey Spillane parody, "My Gun Is the Jury!" The case was later thrown out 
of court. But this was not the end of Stuart's woes: 
307 Von Bemewitz and Geissman, Tales, 189. 
308 Lyle Stuart, The Secret Life of Walter Winchell (New York: Boar's Head Books, 1953), 207-
209; Bob Thornas,Winchell (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1971), 238-41; Neal Gabler, Winchell: Gossip, 
Power, and the Culture of Celebrity (New York: Knopf, 1994), 466-7. The incident is not mentioned at all 
in the Winchell autobiography. Stuart is referred to, but not by name, in the Winchell biography by his 
long-time assistant Herman Klurfeld, as "One of Winchell's caustic biographers [who] had a criminal 
record." (According to Bob Thomas, Stuart had pleaded guilty to attempted extortion at age 19.) See 
Walter Winchell, Winchell Exclusive: "Things That Happened to Me--And Me to Them" (Englewood, 
NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1975); Herman Klurfeld, Winchell, His Life and Times (New York: Praeger, 1976), 
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One day Stuart stepped out of his home in North Bergen, New Jersey, and was 
blackjacked unconscious by three men. Stuart identified two of his assailants in a 
police lineup; waterfront thugs, they were convicted of assault.. .. Stuart never 
accused Winchell of having anything to do with the beating .... Winchell 
maintained his campaign of calumny, and Stuart waited. Finally his chance came. 
One night on television Winchell displayed a copy of a scandal magazine that 
featured an attack on Stuart. "Read about this rat," Winchell commanded. Stuart 
sued. With the $21,500 he won in the libel suit, he established his own business as 
a book publisher. 309 
Notwithstanding the Winchell feud, it was fortunate for Gaines that Lyle Stuart came 
along when he did. Stuart provided Gaines with badly-needed moral support during the 
obscenity controversy and afterwards. 
Gaines was to face a series of crises. EC stories found offensive by social 
commentators had attracted negative attention in the media, notably in articles and longer 
works written by Dr. Fredric Wertham. Before long, Gaines had also attracted the 
scrutiny of the government. He was far from being the only publisher at fault. Far from 
thinking he had anything to hide, he saw himself as the inheritor of the legacy ofM.C. 
Gaines, whom he referred to as "instrumental in starting the comic magazine industry." 310 
On April 21, 1954, Gaines appeared, voluntarily, before hearings held in New York City 
by the Senate Subcommittee to Investigate Juvenile Delinquency, chaired by Senator 
Robert C. Hendrickson (R-NJ). 
309 Thomas,Winchell, 240-1. 
310 Von Bemewitz and Geissman, Tales. 20. 
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CHAPTERS 
EC BRINGS THE HOUSE DOWN ON ITSELF 
Just what was it about Gaines, Feldstein and Kurtzman's work that so antagonized 
not only politicians and psychiatrists but also their peers in the publishing world? Savage 
suggested, "Popular reaction against the social commentaries of the once-innocuous 
comic book very nearly crippled the industry and removed the medium from the purview 
of its intended audience." Wright declared that EC, particularly in their pacifistic war 
titles, "did not look for favors or try to appease the politicians," while competing 
publishers "already under attack, decided to get the ... politicians on their side by following 
their hysterical lead." 311 Wright also speculated, 
[I]n 1950, just as crime comics were toning down, there was a renaissance of 
depravity ... led by ... William M. Gaines .... [who] launched a crime comic to end 
all crime comics, Crime SuspenStories .... There is little doubt that EC was the 
scapegoat to end all scapegoats. The small company which published a mere nine 
titles at its height...was regarded with distaste ... and [as] competition ... by the larger 
groups. Try as they may nobody could match EC's quality or sales. So when 
Wertham and the Senate Subcommittee to Investigate Juvenile Delinquency 
singled out EC, the other publishers were secretly pleased. Gaines was alone and 
unaided by any in the industry. 312 
According to Gaines himself, the EC horror comics were essentially "successors 
to the good old days of Inner Sanctum, Lights Out and other old radio shows filled with 
horror and suspense.',m Gaines himself stoutly maintained, in front of an unsympathetic 
committee, that the content of his comics were no worse than the stories which appeared 
in the daily newspapers. 314 Far from contenting itself with printing sub-literary farragoes 
311 Savage, Commies, 172. 
312 Nicky Wright, "Seducers of the Innocent." 
313 Wright, American Comics, 186. 
314 Wright, American Comics, 210. Legman made the same point as early as 1949 in Love & 
Death, 50. 
117 
illustrated by incompetent artists, the EC line prided itself on its stories with a twist, 
offered generous rates to free-lance writers, and paid its artists the highest rates in the 
business. Among aficionados of comic-book art, EC artists such as Wallace Wood, Jack 
Davis, Will Elder, Graham Ingles, Johnny Craig, Jack Kamen, Joe Orlando, Al Feldstein 
and Harvey Kurtzman remain highly regarded even decades later.315 Illustrators such as 
Frank Frazetta freelanced for the company, and stories by writers such as Ray Bradbury 
were adapted for EC's horror, science fiction and crime comic books. Gaines explicitly 
saw his comics as overtly literary. In an article for Writer's Digest, he declared, "As the 
writer, you're a kind of playwright. Each magazine's editor is its director. As publisher, 
I'm the producer." 316 His stories, at least thematically and structurally, were not far 
removed from the sorts of short-short fiction published in magazines such as Collier's or 
Liberty, or in Bennet Cerfs popular anecdote anthologies such as Try and Stop Me.317 
A further factor in the demise of the EC line was financial. By 1953 the industry 
had begun to experience one of its cyclical downturns; according to professional 
cartoonist Basil Wolverton, "artist page rates were falling and the comic book industry 
was suffering from a glutted market." 318 By early 1954, the EC line was beginning to 
umavel. A series of incidents, mostly having to do with the material Gaines chose to 
publish, began to draw unfavorable attention to Gaines and his comics. He had also 
315 A recent compilation spanning 106 years and including dozens of publishers lists five EC titles 
in the top 100, a record bested only by DC, with thirty, and Marvel, with nineteen. However, EC's output 
spans only six years, while both DC and Marvel's span over sixty-five years. See Weist, Greatest Comic 
Books, passim. 
316 William Gaines, "Madman Gaines Pleads for Plots," Writer's Digest (February 1954): 18-20, 
29, reprinted in Tales of Terror! 191-92. 
317 In fact, dozens of stories from that Cerf anthology were adapted--without attribution--by 
Gaines. This is not surprising, since Feldstein and Gaines estimated that they devised "240 plots a year, 
1,200 in five years." Another source for plots, according to Gaines, came from a booklet titled "101 Plots 
Used and Abused." See Tales of Terror!, 96; Gaines, "Madman Gaines Pleads for Plots," 19. 
318 Mike Benton, Masters oflmagination: The Comic Book Artists Hall of Fame (Dallas: Taylor 
Publishing, 1994 ), 96. 
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managed to antagonize a substantial minority of his readers, other publishers, social 
commentators, and influential people in the media, particularly Dr. Frederic Wertham and 
Walter Winchell. Because I am arguing that EC's content was one of the major factors in 
drawing down criticism upon Gaines and, ultimately, the resultant regulation of the entire 
industry, a content summary of those EC stories which were considered objectionable is 
called for. These fall into three major categories: Stories which offended other comic 
book publishers and media figures, stories which offended readers, and those stories 
which offended commentators such as W ertham and drew the attention of the Kefauver 
committee. 
Gaines, Feldstein, and Kurtzman were fond of sniping at their rivals. For instance, 
in Crime Patrol 11 (April-May 1949), Feldstein wrote a story titled "Victor Wolf and 
Sam Bart--Kidnappers." The title was a reference to two of Feldstein's former employers, 
Victor Fox and Sam Singer, who headed Say-Bart productions. 319 Mad 4 (April-May 
1953) featured Kurtzman's Superman parody. Not only did it mercilessly parody the 
premise of Superman, but it also commented on National's long-running legal battle with 
Fawcett over Captain Marvel's infringement on the Superman character. National 
Periodicals threatened to sue Gaines. In Mad 5 (June-July 1953), while Kurtzman was in 
the hospital with yellow jaundice, in order to fill the inside front cover, Feldstein wrote a 
parody biography of publisher Gaines as a pornographer. This was thought to be based on 
DC's Harry Donenfeld, who had published the racy pulp magazine Snappy Stories during 
the 1930s. Donenfeld had his own independent distribution company and was reportedly 
furious at what he perceived to be a slur, and elaborate apologies were necessary so 
distributors would not drop all EC titles.320 In Mad 8 (December 1953-January 1954), 
319 Von Bemewitz and Geissman, Tales, 58. 
320 Von Bemewitz and Geissman, 180; Wright, American Comics, 168-69; Legman, Love & 
Death, 46. 
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Kurtzman published a story which implied that Batman was, in fact, a vampire. 
Throughout the story little signs appear which say "This is a lampoon." National 
Periodicals was presumably not amused. Mad 10 (March-April 1954) featured 
Kurtzman's parody ofNational's Wonder Woman. Again, National was presumably not 
amused. Ironically William Gaines's father was instrumental in bringing Wonder Woman 
to the AA line, which later merged with DC. Mad 11 (May 1954) incorporated elements 
of an actual Life magazine cover, for which its publishers threatened suit for copyright 
infiingement. 321 Mad 12 (June 1954) featured Kurtzman's devastating parody of John 
Goldwater's teenage character Archie, in which "Starchie" is portrayed as a big-city 
hoodlum living in a slum. This story allegedly made a lifelong foe of Archie's influential 
publisher, soon to be head of the Comics Code Authority. 322 The cover of Mad 13 (July 
1954) was apparently an acerbic comment on another publisher's Mad imitation Get 
Lost.323 In Mad 19 (January 1955) Kurtzman exposed the absurdities of the Disney 
321 Von Bemewitz and Geissman, 169. 
322 Ibid. Goldwater had previously threatened to sue Marvel/Timely publisher Martin Goodman 
for their character The Hangman, with a name, though not a costume, identical to an MLJ character, and for 
Captain America, who at least superficially resembled MLJ's earlier patriotic superhero The Shield. Years 
later, Goldwater sued publisher Jirn Warren and its editor, Kurtzman, were for their February 1962 Help! 
spoof titled "Goodman Goes Playboy" in which Kurtzman and Elder, in using thinly-disguised caricatures 
of Archie, Betty, Veronica, Jughead and Reggie, allegedly infringed on the copyright of the Archie 
characters. Goldwater, said Kurtzman in 1984, "felt very strongly about the sanctity of his Archie 
characters." Yet when Kurtzman and Elder had authored "Starchie," a far more savage parody in Mad 12 
(June 1954), there had been no legal repercussions. Years later, Kurtzman attributed Goldwater's restraint 
to the fact that Goldwater had been friendly with Bill Gaines's father, M.C. Gaines, and with Bill Gaines 
himself. Bill Gaines denied this interpretation. "We hated each other's guts. As I recall, Goldwater was 
pretty sore about our [Mad's] parody but he didn't do anything about it. I think it was because I did it once 
and that was it. I think that's why I rarely have much trouble. I hit and run. [The object of a parody] might 
get mad, but by that time the incident is over, and it's not repeated. I think Harvey [Kurtzman] got into 
trouble because it was a continuing type of thing with Archie." It seems apparent that little love was lost 
between Goldwater and Gaines, for Goldwater "helped spearhead a drive to 'clean up the comics,' which 
led to Senate hearings and to The Comics Code Authority (of which Goldwater was head)." See Ro, Tales 
to Astonish, 21; Simon and Simon. The Comic Book Makers, 52-3; for an account of "Goodman Goes 
Playboy," see Harvey Kurtzman and Will Elder, Goodman Beaver (Princeton, WI ; Kitchen Sink Press, 
1984), 7-12. 
323 John Benson, notes on Mad 13, in Mad Volume 3, West Plains, MO: Russ Cochran, Publisher, 
1987. 
120 
characters in "Mickey Rodent," one of his most devastating parodies. This "brought legal 
rumblings from the Disney people," 324 who allegedly threatened a lawsuit. 325 Shock 
SuspenStories 16 (August-September 1954) featured three controversial stories, all of 
them thought to have been written by Carl Wessler. "The Hazing" portrayed an 
unpopular university Professor framed as a communist and fired; "A Kind of Justice" 
shows a Sheriff who frames a transient for a rape which the Sheriff had committed, and 
"The Pen Is Mightier," is the story of an amoral and cynical gossip columnist who 
murders the hoodlum who was his best friend. Wessler denied that this last story was 
based on Walter Winchell, but Jack Kamen's artwork suggested otherwise, and EC's 
business manager Lyle Stuart was a long-time Winchell foe who had written a 
muckraking biography of the columnist. 326 Mad 23 (May 1955), the last issue published as 
a comic book, led with Kurtzman's parody cum homage of Walt Kelly's "Pogo," titled 
"Gopo Gossum," his sardonic commentary on McCarthyism and the witch-hunt against 
comic books. Walt Kelly was a former employee of Disney and the Disney characters 
made an appearance in the final panel. The cover of Panic 9 (June-July 1955), asked 
"Does Walter Winchell Read Comics?" beneath his photograph. 
Readers were not shy about expressing their irritation when EC published stories 
that offended their sensibilities. Their comments ran the gamut from annoyance to 
outright vituperation. Complaints that stories were in bad taste or "just couldn't happen" 
were commonplace. A Gaines/Feldstein story in Shock SuspenStories 2 (April-May 
324 Bhob Stewart, "Mad: Its Comedy and Tragedy," in Hoohah 7 (October 1956), reprinted as 
notes to Mad 20 in Mad Volume 4 (West Plains, MO: Russ Cochran, Publisher, 1987). 
325 It is unclear whether Disney ever actually threatened legal action. In a 1992 interview, Gaines 
claims, "No, [Disney never went after us] .... Nothing substantial that I can recall. Ifhe ever did it 
was ... You know, it's one thing to go after somebody with a letter and it another to file a suit. Disney never 
filed a suit." See Ringgenberg, "An Interview with William M. Gaines," 86-94. 
326 John Benson, notes to Shock SuspenStories 17 in Shock SuspenStories Volume 3 (West Plains, 
MO: Russ Cochran, Publisher, 1981 ). 
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1952), titled "The Patriots" was the first of about twenty stories of social commentary to 
run in that title. In it, a mob attacked and killed a man for sneering at soldiers during a 
parade, and failing to salute the flag. It turns out the man was a veteran who had been 
maimed and blinded in Korea. 321 In Shock SuspenStories 3 (June-July 1952), a reader, 
George Hardy, complained, "I think it was grossly unfair to the average American to 
depict him as a savage, vicious beast!" A story titled "He Walks Among Us," in Weird 
Science 13 (May-June 1952), re-told the Jesus story from a science-fiction angle and 
elicited letter-column comments like "offensive ... openly attacks the Christian 
religion .. .insults the reader." 328 A Gaines/Feldstein story in Shock Suspenstories 3 
graphically portrayed the police murder of an innocent black man accused of murdering a 
white woman. Two issues later, M.E. Johnson wrote, "I found it the most disgusting, 
degrading, and unnecessary story I have ever read." EC continued to publish stories 
which readers found objectionable. Shock Suspenstories 5 (October-November 1952) 
featured a story about small-town anti-Semitism. A Gaines/Feldstein story titled "Under 
Cover" in Shock Suspenstories 6 (December 1952-January 1953), portrayed a reporter 
who witnessed a murder by masked vigilantes and, to ensure his silence, was beaten and 
eventually murdered by some of the town's most respected citizens. "The Assault" by 
Gaines and Feldstein, in Shock SuspenStories 7 (February-March 1953), told of a 
promiscuous woman who falsely accuses the town recluse of rape, is responsible for his 
death at the hands of a mob, and who is then murdered by one of her lovers when she 
refuses to confess to her lie. In Shock SuspenStories 12 (December 1953-January 1954), 
the plight of the drug addict was graphically portrayed on both the cover and in the 
327 See Bhob Stewart, notes to Shock SuspenStories 2 "Shock Talk" in Shock SuspenStories 3, 
both in Shock SuspenStories Volume 1 (West Plains, MO: Russ Cochran, Publisher, 1981 ). By his own 
2002 account, cartoonist Spain's mother reacted to the cover with horror: "Look! They're saying it's bad to 
be against Communists!" Cited in "My Cold War," in Monte Beauchamp, ed., New & Used Blab! (San 
Francisco: Chronicle Books, 2003), 66. 
328 Mike Benton, Science Fiction Comics, 42; Tales of Terror!, 133. 
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Gaines/Feldstein story "The Monkey." In the Gaines and Feldstein story "Blood 
Brothers," a man of Negro descent was driven to suicide after his vindictive neighbor 
burned a cross on his lawn, as depicted in Shock SuspenStories 13 (February-March 
1954). Two issues later, one reader, Amy Andrews, wrote, "I'm crying my eyes out for 
the poor nigger after reading ... (Feldstein's) latest pro-negro hogwash." 
Many ofEC's stories drew the ire of Dr. Fredric Wertham. In his Seduction of the 
Innocent, he referred frequently to EC's output in the text as well as the illustrations. 
Often, EC stories were either taken out of context or poorly understood. After the 
publication of Seduction, EC stories were also chosen as exhibits examined by the 
Kefauver committee. "Nightmare!," the lead story in Haunt of Fear 17 (September-
October 1950), was inaccurately described in Seduction as "one of the horror-type comic 
books for children." Another story in the same issue, "Monster Maker," was criticized by 
W ertham for "not giving any 'emotional release,' because it did not "come to any end." 
(Clearly the tale--a modified version of the Frankenstein story--is intended to end in an 
open-ended fashion, with the whereabouts of the monster a mystery, so Wertham's 
criticism was somewhat ingenuous.) 329 Wertham mentioned and quoted editorial 
commentary from a letters page, "Cosmic Correspondence," from Weird Fantasy 16 
(November-December 1950): "Greetings, humanoids! Drag over a cyclotron and crawl 
in! (Ifwe'da known you were coming, we'da baked an isotope!)" Wertham cited this 
commentary as an example of the sub-literacy of comic books, though it seems unlikely 
that "cyclotrons" and "isotopes" were well-known to sub-literates. 330 In Frontline Combat 
4 (January-February 1952) a dialogue from a Davis-illustrated Kurtzman story, "Combat 
329 Wertham, Seduction, 43-4. 
330 Von Bemewitz and Geissman, 136; Wertham, Seduction, 144; "Cosmic Correspondence" in 
Weird Fantasy 16 (November-December 1950), reprinted in Weird Fantasy Volume One (West Plains, 
MO: Russ Cochran, 1980). There were two issues numbered 16 for this title; this was the first and is 
actually number four. 
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Medic!" was cited. The quotation read "You know as well as I do ... that any water he's 
drink'd pour right out of his gut! It'd be murder!" Wertham's criticism divorces the 
quote from any context whatsoever, making it seem another incident ofrandom cruelty, 
rather than a realistic description, set in the Korean War, of the condition of a man shot in 
the stomach during battle. The wound was not shown. The man so shot was carried to a 
first aid station but was found to be already dead on arrival, causing his stretcher-bearer 
to collapse into laughter and sobs. 331 Three Gaines/Feldstein stories from Shock 
Suspenstories 4 (August-September 1952), were cited in Seduction: "Confession" (in 
which a police lieutenant guilty of murdering his wife in a hit-and-run accident stands by 
while an innocent man is beaten and tortured into confessing to the crime), "Strictly 
Business" (a woman who falsely claims to be pregnant learns her husband is a robot), and 
"Uppercut" (after a murderously ruthless fight promoter is dosed with a paralyzing drug, 
an autopsy is performed on him while he is still alive--a theme which, incidentally, 
Hogarth had used in 1751, in the final plate of his The Four Stages of Cruelty). 
Wertham's account of "Confession," the first story, emphasized the cruelty of the police 
lieutenant but saw no cautionary moral value in the story's depiction of corrupt police 
practices. (The story also drew heavy reader criticism in letters published in 
ShockSuspenstories 6; "grossly unfair" was one comment.) Wertham reduced "Strictly 
Business" to the status of a ghastly punch line. "Uppercut" was blandly summarized as 
"An 'autopsy' is performed on a man who is still alive and screams." 332 In Weird Science 
19 (May-June 1953) a Bill Elder-illustrated Gaines/Feldstein story, "Right on the 
Button," was cited and one panel illustrated in Seduction of the Innocent. Wertham's 
caption: "A young girl on her wedding night stabs her sleeping husband to death with a 
331 Von Bemewitz and Geissman, 150; Wertham, Seduction, 257. The story quoted from is 
"Combat Medic!" in Frontline Combat 4, reprinted in Frontline Combat Volume One (West Plains, MO: 
Russ Cochran, 1982). 
332 Wertham, Seduction,, 387-8. 
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hatpin when she realizes that he comes from a distant planet and is a 'mammal."' Clearly 
he has not read the story very carefully; the "young girl" is a Martian and the man is from 
earth.333 
W ertham was not always inaccurate when charging EC with bad taste; in The 
Haunt of Fear 19 (May-June 1953) a Jack Davis-illustrated Gaines/Feldstein story, the 
notorious "Foul Play," was cited and two panels illustrated in Seduction of the Innocent. 
In it, a baseball player who murders another with poisoned spikes is dismembered and 
has his body parts used as sports equipment. 334 Shortly after this story appeared, on June 
1, 1953, the Senate Subcommittee to Investigate Juvenile Delinquency in the United 
States formed to look into the "possible influence of so-called crime comic books." 335 
This development appeared to have had something of a chilling effect on EC's output. 
For instance, in Vault of Horror 32 (August-September 1953), the original cover--
featuring a man with an ax protruding from his skull--was toned down for publication. 
(The axe and handle is replaced by a whited-out portion of the skull.) 336 In Tales From 
the Crypt 38 (October-November 1953), the original cover--featuring a man chopping up 
a corpse in a casket with an axe--was censored. (In the revision, pieces of the 
dismembered corpse are not shown.)337 However, EC continued to publish stories in 
which crime was not punished. In Seduction, Wertham summarized "Wined Up," in 
333 Von Bemewitz and Geissman, 134; Wertham, Seduction, plate 15. 
334 Von Bemewitz and Geissman, 127; Wertham, Seduction, plate 1. In 1992 Gaines stated, "[It 
was not a deliberate attempt to bait the people who were criticizing us]. .. that day we were probably very 
late coming up with a plot and so we took this thing, and did it out of desperation because we absolutely 
had to have a story written that day. It was a bad story, it was a stupid story. It was certainly in bad taste. 
And I'm sorry we did it, but we did it." See Ringgenberg, "An Interview with William M. Gaines," 86-94. 
335 Michlig, "EC Comics: A Strange Undertaking". 
336 Von Bemewitz and Geissman, 113. 
337 Ibid., 120. According to Gaines in 1992, "[I]t was obviously censored by one of the 
associations. There were two of them that I was involved in." See Ringgenberg, "An Interview with 
William M. Gaines," 86-94. 
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Crime Suspenstories 19, (October-November 1953), about a man who shammed paralysis 
to implicate his wife in his attempted murder, as a story in which "the criminal wins in 
the very end, and you see the man who has murdered his wife triumphantly pouring the 
rest of the poison into the sink in the last picture." 338 In the very next issue, EC published 
one of its most offensive covers. In Crime SuspenStories 20 (December 1953-January 
1954), Johnny Craig depicted a hanged man from the shoulders up, with graphic details 
including upturned eyeballs, a protruding tongue, and the broken neck bone bulging from 
beneath the rope. This cover was cited and reproduced in Seduction, with the sardonic 
caption, "The name of this publisher is "Tiny Tots Comics." Wertham is distorting the 
truth, since that was one of the names ofE.C. publications in the late 1940s and early 
1950s. The name on the indicia actually reads "L.I. Publishing Co., Inc." 339 In Haunt of 
Fear 23 (January-February 1954) Gaines published a Feldstein collaboration "Hansel and 
Gretel" which Frederick Wertham also mentioned in Seduction. 340 
Criticism of EC came from other sources as well. Censors in Boston, 
Massachusetts, banned the distribution of Panic 1 (February-March 1954) for depicting 
Santa Claus "in a pagan manner" in the Will Elder/ Al Feldstein spoof of "The Night 
Before Christmas," in which Santa's sleigh bore a sign which read 'just divorced." 
(Feldstein claimed that he did not take into account the fact that Santa Claus was a 
Saint.) 341 Shortly after the Boston controversy, on the afternoon of April 21, 1954, 
Gaines appeared before a televised hearing of Senate Subcommittee to Investigate 
338 Wertham, Seduction, 235. 
339 Von Bemewitz and Geissman, 158; Wertham, Seduction, plate 2. 
340 Von Bemewitz and Geissman, 24, 128; Wertham, Seduction, 241. 
341 Von Bemewitz and Geissman, 172. 
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Juvenile Delinquency in New York City.342 He did so in order to defend the industry, as 
well as his own publications. However, his role as a defender of the industry was tenuous, 
since many of his own publications were the subject of scrutiny by the subcommittee, for 
instance, the cover of Crime SuspenStories 22 (April-May 1954), which featured Johnny 
Craig's notorious rendition of a decapitated woman's head, held by the hair, in the right 
hand of a man who holds a bloody axe in his left hand. Kefauver grilled Gaines on its 
tastefulness. 343 Shock SuspenStories 14 (April-May 1954) featured two stories which 
were also objects of scrutiny by the Senate Subcommitte: "The Orphan," in which a 
precocious child murdered her father and framed her mother and her lover for the crime, 
and "The Whipping," which Wertham, in his testimony before that body, found 
objectionable in its use of the term "Spick." Gaines explained to the subcommittee that 
the tale was actually a plea for racial tolerance and featured a hooded mob led by the 
father of a young woman who kidnapped and mistakenly beat to death, not a Hispanic 
youth, but his own daughter. 344 On the cover of Crime SuspenStories 23 (June-July 1954), 
illustrated by George Evans, a man with a crowbar was depicted throttling a woman in a 
rowboat on a lake. Evans's cover to Crime SuspenStories 24 (August-September 1954), 
depicted a leering, hatchet-wielding maniac who is seen preparing to chop up the 
342 Congress, Senate, Committee of the Judiciary, Hearings Before the Subcommittee to 
Investigate Juvenile Delinquency (Comic Books), 83d Cong., 2nd sess., 21 and 22 April 1954. Reprinted 
verbatim in Tales of Terror! , 20-27. 
343 Von Bemewitz and Geissman, 159. In a 1992 interview, Gaines stated "[W]hat Kefauver didn't 
know, and I did know, was that when Craig originally brought that cover in, there was blood dripping from 
the neck. The head had been held higher so that you could see the blood dripping from the neck, and I, 
myself, had suggested that he raise the bottom of the cover up to cover the neck, so the neck was cut off 
before it was shredded, and I made one or two other minor changes which would soften the cover. And 
that's why when they said do I think it's in bad taste, knowing what it had been originally, I said, 'No, this 
is in good taste."' See Ringgenberg, "An Interview with William M. Gaines," 86-94. 
344 Von Bemewitz and Geissman, 23-24. 
partially-obscured nude body of a dead woman.345 These illustrations also provoked 
questions from the Senate Subcommittee. 346 
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Even after the hearings and the Comic Code, Gaines, Feldstein and Kurtzman 
continued to antagonize their critics and offend influential people. For instance, in Haunt 
of Fear 27 (September-October 1954) the Vault Keeper was shown reading Wertham's 
Seduction of the Innocent in the last panel of"Game Washed Out." Kurtzman's acerbic 
commentary on the Army-McCarthy hearings, "What's My Shine," in which he likened 
them to a popular game show, was published in Mad 17, November 1954. The cover of 
Mad 20 (February 1955), which was "disguised as a composition book," drew the ire of 
The Hartford Courant. Bill Gaines states, "They took that cover seriously and they 
actually had headlines such as: "CORRUPTING YOUTHS BY SNEAKING COMICS 
INTO CLASS!" 347 
But even before the Senate issued its interim report "Comic Books and Juvenile 
Delinquency" on March 14, 1955, 348 backlash from the hearings, resulting in disastrous 
sales, "with some bundles of comic books returned unopened from the newsstands," 
forced Gaines's hand, and he made efforts to placate his critics. On September 14, 1954, 
William Gaines held a press conference in which he announced his intention to 
"discontinue all horror and crime comics" and strive to put out instead "comics which 
will offend no one ... a clean, clean line."349 Two days later, the Comics Magazine 
Association of America (CMAA) was officially established. By October 26, 1954 a 
345 Ibid., 159. 
346 Ibid., 24, 159. 
347 Ibid., 129, 171, 180. 
348 Comic Books and Juvenile Delinquency, passim. 
349 "A Statement by William M. Gaines, Publisher of the Entertaining Comics Group: EC Will 
Drop Horror and Crime Comics." Reprinted in Von Bernewitz and Geissman, 28-29. 
128 
majority of comic book publishers had joined and the "Comics Code Authority" stamp 
began appearing on the covers of magazines approved as unobjectionable by the 
association. According to Michlig, "[The Stamp] was introduced to great fanfare and 
publicity. All comics would be submitted to an independent review panel before 
publication, and only those books that were deemed wholesome enough for the eyes of 
the nation's youth were allowed the stamp of approval." The Comics Code effectively 
banned EC's line of horror and suspense comics. Not only did the Code forbid the use of 
the words "horror" or "terror" in a title, but they explicitly specified that "scenes dealing 
with, or instruments associated with the walking dead, torture, vampires and vampirism, 
ghouls, cannibalism and werewolfism are prohibited." 350 
The legacy of Gaines's "New Direction" titles is mixed. With the exception of 
Krigstein's celebrated "Master Race" from hnpact 1, few New Direction titles were 
distinguished or influential other than for their art. 351 For instance, hnpact devoted its 
pages to half-hearted exposes, but also to whimsical tales in which seemingly 
supernatural phenomena were explained as hoaxes or natural events, a formula 
hearkening back to the "weird menace" formula of the pulps, and used by rivals such as 
DC in its own line of formulaic supernatural and science fiction titles. Aces High 
benefited from George Evans' elaborate artwork, and Wally Wood contributed some of 
his finest work to date to Valor , but neither contained material which would have been 
out of place in early issues of Two-Fisted Tales. The laudable M.D., with its tales of 
heroic doctors, hearkened back to the "edu-comics" Max Gaines had debuted in the 
1940s. The pallid Extra! was a sometimes interesting but ultimately doomed attempt to 
350 Michlig, "EC Comics". 
351 Even "Master Race" had been originally intended for the December 1954-January 1955 issue 
of Crime Suspenstories; it had been bumped because the artist wished to expand it to eight pages. See Von 
Bemewitz and Geissrnan, 160, 198.The story is reprinted in Barrier and Williams, eds., A Smithsonian 
Book of Comic-Book Comics, 326-333. 
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depict the lives of newspaper reporters; Psychoanalysis reflected Gaines and Feldstein's 
fascination with the topic but the stories were, by necessity, introspective and static and 
the title sold poorly. 352 Only Piracy. the final "New Trend" title, which survived (along 
with Panic and Mad) into the "New Direction" era, had real potential, but when Gaines 
scuttled his comic book line, it also died. 353 
However, once he finally joined the CMAA, even Gaines's innocuous "New 
Direction" line was censored under the code. For instance, in Psychoanalysis 1 (March-
April 1955), all references to a character's Jewish faith and culture were deleted. 354 The 
first story in Impact 4 (September-October 1955), was titled "The Lonely One." It was a 
war story clearly intended to be about an ostracized Jewish soldier; however, all direct 
references to Judaism are omitted and the Jewish character was given the name 
"Miller." 355 On the insistence of the Comics Code, "Food for Thought," a seven-page 
story about sentient plant life intended for Incredible Science Fiction 32 (November-
December 1956), had an extra page added to show the human race triumphant over alien 
life.356 Incredible Science Fiction 33 (January-February 1956), "the last comic book Bill 
Gaines ever published," ran into trouble with the Comics Code because of a story about a 
352 Von Bemewitz and Geissman, 89. 
353 For the influence of Piracy, I recommend the reader consult Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons, 
Watchmen (New York: DC Comics, 1987), passim. 
354 As Gaines recalls it, in 1992, "In Psychoanalysis we had a guy, who, one of whose problems 
was that he was Jewish. This was giving him problems. And we were not allowed to say he was Jewish. 
And we had to take all reference to the fact that he was Jewish, thereby the entire story made no sense at 
all, because it was a story about a man with a Jewish problem and we're not allowed to say he was Jewish. 
This was the Code." See Ringgenberg, "Interview," 86-94. 
355 Indications that the character is Jewish include a soldier who taunts Miller by saying "My folks 
are Americans! Born here! What rat-hole in Europe did yours crawl out of?" In another scene, Miller is 
taunted by soldiers who shout, "Hey Miller! Where do you figure to spend Sunday morning?" See "The 
Lonely One," Impact 4, reprinted in Impact (West Plains, MO: Russ Cochran, 1988). In 1992 Gaines 
stated, "Oh, well, that's very probably the Code at work." See Ringgenberg, "Interview," 86-94. 
356 See Bill Mason's notes for Incredible Science Fiction 32, printed in Incredible Science Fiction 
Volume Two (West Plains, MO.: Russ Cochran, 1982). 
130 
mutant titled 'An Eye For An Eye,' which was dropped. Gaines replaced it with 
"Judgment Day," reprinted from Weird Fantasy 18 (March-April 1953), but the story was 
almost censored. As Gaines remembered the controversy in 1992, "[The Code censors 
initially] turned it down because there was a bead of perspiration on the black's forehead 
in the last panel .... And I said, 'If you tum down this story, I am going to take you to 
court, and I'm going to take it to the Supreme Court. You better let that story through.' So 
they did .... I think they were just a bunch of fucking idiots, that's what their objection 
was.,, 357 
It is clear from this content summary that the cynical, disillusioned attitudes of 
EC's editors and artists were at odds with Cold War era sentiments which held certain 
institutions exempt from mockery and certain subjects beyond the pale, at least in comic 
books, which were regarded as a serious medium only by a loyal group of readers, and by 
a small group of artists and writers, most of them connected in some way to the industry. 
Gaines was scornful of taboos, courageous in his willingness to publish stories geared 
toward an adult sensibility, and, ultimately, reckless in his willingness to antagonize 
powerful and influential people. However, to a significant degree, Gaines's attempt to 
elevate the medium, owing to the consequent backlash and institution of the Comics 
Code, was to have the paradoxical effect of dooming it to puerility for a generation. 358 
357 Von Bemewitz and Geissman, 143; Weist, Greatest Comic Books, 106. Regarding the censored 
story, Gaines states, "[' An Eye For An Eye'] ... was a beautiful science fiction story. But they didn't like 
mutants.You have to understand. This thing was run by three or four old ladies who were shocked by 
almost anything. They were the ones who did the censoring. George Murphy ran it, but I don't think he read 
things. The staff of old ladies read it and it wasn't hard to shock them. And mutants are just something they 
don't understand." See Steve Ringgenberg, "An Interview with William M. Gaines," 86-94. Also see Bill 
Spicer's notes for Incredible Science Fiction 33, printed in Incredible Science Fiction Volume Two. 
Though not printed in the issue cover dated January-February 1956, 'An Eye For An Eye' is presented in 
black and white in the reprint of Incredible Science Fiction 33, also printed in Incredible Science Fiction 
Volume Two. 
358 The term "The Lost Generation" has been used "to describe the dozen years after the advent of 
the Comics Code, when the glut of available talent was so extreme that little new talent entered the field." 
Duin and Richardson, Comics Between the Panels, 288. Those who believed in the artistic potential of the 
medium would have to wait until the 1980s for works which matched EC's 1950s output, and even these 
would not be made widely available on newsstands but sold through comic book stores. 
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CHAPTER9 
EC, THE POLITICS OF THE COLD WAR, AND THE KEF AUYER HEARINGS 
If, during World War II, comic books had escaped much critical scrutiny because 
they "exemplified the medium's purest expression of dominant social values," by the 
beginning of the Korean War, which largely coincided with the McCarthyite phase of the 
Cold War, the situation had changed. 359 William Gaines's "renaissance of depravity" in 
his horror titles, and later, the societal critiques he published in Frontline Combat, Two 
Fisted Tales, and Shock SuspenStories, challenged rather than exemplified the values of 
the dominant culture. 360 The comic books of the period 1946 to 1954 provided an 
attractive target, for "the hands turning the pages were so young, so male, and so easy to 
discipline-at least initially." As James Twitchell notes, the comic book industry itself 
was also a large target: in 1946 monthly sales figures were in the 60 million range; by 
1954, the peak sales year, some 100,000 news dealers across the country sold a 
significant number of the 150 million comic books published each month. It is hardly 
surprising, therefore, that the perception during this period of the threat of juvenile 
delinquency undermining the social structure from within made the task of regulating this 
influential medium a cultural imperative. 361 
But juveniles were not the sole audience of comic books. As Roger Sabin notes, 
It was the end of the war and the changing demands of the market that 
brought about a reorientation of the industry. The superheroes were unable to 
maintain their popularity for long after 1945, and phase three of the development 
359 Mila Bongco, Reading Comics: Language, Culture, and the Concept of the Superhero in Comic 
Books, (New York: Garland Publishing Co., 2000), 33. 
360 Wright, "Seducers of the Innocent." 
361 Twitchell, Preposterous Violence, 134, 136-7, 155. 
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of American comics was characterized by the industry reaching out once again for 
an adult audience. From the late 1940s, comics became 'socially relevant' ... as 
genres such as crime, romance and horror came to the fore .... This was to prove an 
extremely popular move that heralded the biggest sales boom in history .... A 
government-sponsored survey of 1950 found that 54 per cent of all comic book 
readers were adults over 20 years of age, and that the average reader read about 
eleven comics a month .... But in entering the 'real world', comics had now to 
face up to real problems. They would naturally have to address a much-changed 
America .... [T]he country was experiencing a great deal of stress due to postwar 
readjustment .... At home, international tensions were reflected politically by a 
swing to the right, as the neo-liberalism of Roosevelt was replaced by the 
increasingly reactionary governments of Truman and Eisenhower. 362 
Perhaps adults felt the need for cheap, disposable entertainment more keenly than ever 
before, for, during the McCarthy era, from 1950 to 1954, the atmosphere of fear and 
dread in the United States was palpable. Though many have attempted to explain the 
source of Wisconsin Senator Joe McCarthy's appeal, it may have been his "characteristic 
posture of embattled insurgency" which struck the most resonant chord among the 
electorate in most regions of the United States.363 Americans have traditionally rooted for 
the individual, particularly the underdog. Yet Americans also grow edgy and wary when 
faced with external threats such as Communism, and come to insist upon a degree of 
cultural conformity that stifles dissent. McCarthy may have exploited fears of 
Communism principally to publicize himself, but his often irresponsible and scattershot 
362 Sabin, Adult Comics, 147. 
363 David Caute, The Great Fear: The Anti-Communist Purge Under Truman and Eisenhower 
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 1978), 48. David Hackett Fischer makes a persuasive argument for what 
he calls "regional patterns of cultural behavior." He posits the presence of seven distinct regional identities 
which arose out of four distinct Colonial ones based on four corresponding British regions (northern, 
midland, coastal southern and highland southern). Strict Puritan Yankees, originally clustered in New 
England, spread west along the northern tier of the United States which came to be dominated by Catholics 
(such as McCarthy). Anti-authoritarian Quakers originally centered in Eastern Pennsylvania, spread 
through the middle West to the Rocky Mountains, which came to be dominated by "a diversity of European 
immigrant groups." Scotch-Irish Border peoples (such as McCarthy), were clannish, quarrelsome and 
defiant. They settled in Western Pennsylvania, Kentucky and Tennessee and spread to Texas, Oklahoma 
and the Ozarks. These regions were the sources of McCarthy's strength. Southerners were said to dislike 
McCarthy; Fischer concludes, not unreasonably, that "regional antipathies ... [remain] remarkably strong in 
the twentieth century." See his Albion's Seed, 887-889. 
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crusade against Communist subversion was instrumental in fostering an inquisitional 
atmosphere. From the beginning of his crusade, McCarthy was politically well connected. 
Assisted by FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover, from 1950 to 1954, McCarthy was seldom 
criticized in the mainstream media. (However, McCarthy was spoofed in the comic strip 
"Pogo" as "Simple J. Malarkey." Later, the televised Army-McCarthy hearings were 
lampooned in Mad 17, cover-dated November 1954, which was probably published in 
mid-September. Based on references within the story, it was written in the midst of the 
Army-McCarthy hearings.) Walter Winchell, pundit George Sokolsky, and the Hearst 
papers, among others, were all firmly in the McCarthy camp during much of the 
period. 364 One consequence of such implicit media approval of McCarthy's tactics was 
that cultural critiques in general became more and more unwelcome. The EC writers and 
artists refused to play it safe; as a result, Bill Gaines became a target and a scapegoat 
partially through his own naivete and hubris. 
The anti-communistic red baiting of the Cold War had deep roots in the attitudes 
of Americans in regards to property rights versus civil liberties. By the beginning of 
United States involvement in the Second World War, the heavy taxation, conscription, 
and suppressions of civil liberties that had taken place during the First World War were 
still remembered, as were the first Red Scare and the inflation of the postwar period. 
During World War Two, the government was compelled to resort to the rationing of 
gasoline, rubber, paper, sugar and meat, as well as the conscription of young men and 
management of the press. The post-World War Two period also saw inflation, as well as 
364 For a contemporary account of the Hoover/McCarthy alliance, see I. F. Stone, The Haunted 
Fifties (New York: Random House, 1963), 23-30; Tuck, McCarthyism and New York's Hearst Press, 69-
160. For some accounts of those who opposed McCarthy when it was inexpedient to do so, see Stone, 
Haunted Fifties, 30-49. 
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the emergence of a second Red Scare. By 1947, the United States had entered the Cold 
War, waged between the United States and its Western European allies, and the Soviet 
Union and those countries within its bloc, which included most of Eastern Europe. 
Truman's stubborn diplomacy and Stalin's growing intransigence had a direct effect on 
the geopolitics of the postwar period and, in the already authoritarian Soviet Union, led to 
• t 1· • • 365 "P • ld an ever more repressive ota 1tanamsm. aran01a wou soon become a nationwide 
condition," for once the U.S. nuclear monopoly was broken, by the demonstration of a 
nuclear capability by the Soviet Union, in October, 1949, the stakes in the Cold War 
became much higher. 366 Fear of Communism became so great that it was soon to be 
"portrayed on television and film ... as a mental illness rather than a political ideology." 367 
Many historians affirm the waging of the Cold War became official policy with the April, 
1950 formulation of the policy paper NSC-68, in which Paul Nitze called for a large 
365 Carl Solberg, Riding High: America in the Cold War (New York: Mason & Lipscomb, 1973), 
9-10, 28, 33-6. For the origins of the March 3, 1947 "Truman Doctrine" see Dean Acheson, Present at the 
Creation: My Years in the State Department (New York: W.W. Norton & Company. 1987), 220-3. For 
Stalin, see Simon Sebag Montefiore, Stalin: The Court of the Red Tsar (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
2004), 497-501. Many historians also point to the publication of diplomat George Kennan's "Long 
Telegram" as "The Sources of Soviet Conduct" in the July 1947 Foreign Affairs as a key development. See 
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increase in the military budget; it was undeniably a direct consequence of the perceived 
and very real threat of the Soviet Union, which continued to maintain a massive standing 
army.368 
During the 195Os, there is no evidence that McCarthy took any notice of the 
comic book controversy. According to Gaines's recollection, 
McCarthy was busy with his own dirty tactics which had nothing to do 
with something so unimportant as comic books .... McCarthy didn't create the 
times, the times created McCarthy, and they also created a bad time for comics. 
But you can't blame McCarthy for that.. .. There were a lot of parent groups, the 
Catholic Church ... Protestant groups, and the idea just got around ... that the 
problems they were having with kids came from comic books .... All witch-hunts 
start out as legitimate and then they get nutty. 369 
Truman's victory over Dewey in the electoral contest of 1948 was to prove 
decisive in the comic book controversy; in that year Tennessee Democrat Estes Kefauver 
was elected to the Senate. W ertham claimed that Kefauver' s initial interest in the 
controversial aspects of comic books was prompted by President Truman's comment 
about juvenile delinquency: 
If these children have the proper environment at home, and educationally, 
very, very few of them ever tum out wrong. I am particularly anxious that we 
should do everything in our power to protect the minds and hearts of children 
from moral corruption .... We must not permit the existence of conditions which 
cause our children to believe that crime is inevitable and normal. 370 
Truman was not the only public figure advancing what was later to be known as 
the "family values" argument. In 1947, FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover cited 108,000 
368 See Acheson, Present at the Creation, 373-5; Leebaert,The Fifty-Year Wound, 88; Joel Kovel, 
Red Hunting in the Promised Land: Anticommunism and the Making of America (London: Cassell, 1997), 
84. 
369 Decker and Groth, "An Interview With William M. Gaines," 72, 74. 
370 Wertharn, Seduction, 340-41. It is likely that it was Wertham himself who also piqued 
Kefauver"s interest in the issue, for he met with the Senator several times in the spring of 1950. See Gilbert, 
A Cycle of Outrage, 146. 
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juvenile arrests in 1946 and attributed these "in part to the lower standards of discipline 
and morality presented in movies, radio programs, comic strips and books, and 
newspapers which assailed the home and undermined its influence .... " Though Hoover 
approved of educational, real-life accounts in which good won out over evil, the Director 
insisted that "crime books, comics, and newspaper stories crammed with anti-social and 
criminal acts, the glorification of un-American vigilante action and the deification of the 
criminal are extremely dangerous in the hands of the unstable child." 371 
371 J. Edgar Hoover, "How Good a Parent Are You," This Week, 20 April 1947, 5, 18, cited in 
Steve Mitchell, Evil Harvest , 23. Unlike some critics, Hoover was not opposed to comic books 2!e! se; 
incongruously, his face appeared rather prominently on the cover of the November 1947 issue of the comic 
book Calling All Boys beneath the caption "Crimebuster No. l ". See Michael Barson and Steven Heller. 
Red Scared! The Commie Menace in Propaganda and Popular Culture (San Francisco: Chronicle Books, 
2001), 95. There is evidence that Hoover was paying attention to EC's output during the mid-1950s, but 
this fact did not emerge until well after the comic book controversy had died down. In December of 1957, 
when the Bureau's address was listed at the end of a spoof game called "Draft Dodger" in Mad 3 7, January 
1958, the FBI file noted that the game suggested readers acquire a "membership card" by sending their 
"name and address to J. Edgar Hoover in Washington, D.C." Three Mad readers complied. In a memo 
from M.A. Jones to Mr. Nease, dated November 30, 1957, Jones stated, "Several complaints have been 
made to the Bureau concerning the Mad comic book, which at one time presented the horror of war to 
readers. [It is possible the memo writer is conflating Kurtzman's war titles Two-Fisted Tales and Frontline 
Combat under the Mad rubric.] Various comic books of this nature were brought to the attention of the 
Justice Department, which rendered the decision that such books did not constitute a violation of the 
Sedition Statutes. This book purports to satirize well-known comic figures, advertising, television and radio 
shows, well known individuals etc. However it is extremely violent in its nature. It is also of interest to note 
that in its satirical treatment of various historical incidents in American history it is rather unfunny. [The 
writer may be referring to the Confidential-like spoof of American history, "Was Washington 'George'?" 
in Mad 25]. FBI agents spoke with Art Director John Putnam at the Mad offices on December 9, 1957. He 
told them an apology from Gaines would be forthcoming." On January 2, 1958, Gaines wrote a rather 
oddly worded letter to the FBI Director: "We trust that you fully appreciate the jocular nature of our 
publication and understand that our reference to you and your office was made in connection with a wholly 
innocent and jesting article that was not in any way intended to offend you .... You may rest assured that you 
will have no occasion for concern on this subject in the future. [Signed] William M. Gaines." Two more 
parodic but innocuous references to Hoover were to follow; "J. Edgar Hoover Tonic" and "The J. Edgar 
Hoover Electrolux," both in Mad 53, March,1960. A memo concluded that "Gaines was insincere" in his 
earlier apology and that the Bureau should once more contact "Gaines or another official and firmly and 
severely admonish them concerning our displeasure at the tasteless misuse of the Director's name, 
particularly after he had promised no such repetition of such an incident." The memo is marked "No action 
1-6," so apparently no follow up visit to the Mad offices was made. However, in a memo dated June 30, 
1961, from M.A. Jones to Mr. DeLoach, the Bureau felt impelled to advise Albert Feldstein, Mad's editor, 
of their "extreme displeasure" over an article in Mad 63, June 1961, which jokingly suggested to children 
how they might write extortion letters. Jones concludes, "despite assurances given [in 1957] ... they have 
continued to publish slurring remarks about the Bureau. In view of this situation it was deemed useless to 
protest all such irresponsible remarks in a magazine of this poor judgment and capriciousness." The first 
incident is briefly mentioned in Maria Riedelbach, Completely MAD: A History of the Comic Book and 
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Senator Kefauver' s interest in the issue of comic books and juvenile delinquency 
appeared not to have been rooted in McCarthyism. Ardently against monopolies in 
restraint of trade, big-city machine politics, big oil, and filibustering by unreconstructed 
Southern Democrats, the ambitious, crusading Kefauver had taken a more responsible, 
essentially progressive route toward making a name for himself, first addressing the issue 
of juvenile delinquency in 1950. 372 As opposed to McCarthy's spectacular red-baiting, 
Kefauver opposed HUAC and the smear tactics of the McCarthyites, and idealistically 
cherished dreams of an Atlantic Union to oppose Communism. The televised 1951 
Senate hearings on organized crime made him a national figure. He again tackled what 
was perceived as the growing menace of juvenile delinquency in 1954. Certain 
Establishment intellectuals allegedly labeled him "a buffoon," and Truman called him a 
"demagogic dumb bell." 373 But these televised 1954 hearings made him attractive as a 
contender for the Vice-Presidential nomination for 1956, even though he faced 
competition for the post from Senator John. F. Kennedy, as well as the enmity of Senate 
majority leader (and potential Vice-Presidential candidate) Lyndon Johnson. His 
principled but sometimes impractical stands were bound to set him at odds with a 
consummate dealmaker like Johnson, who was angered because Kefauver refused to be 
led by him. 374 On August 17, 1954, Kefauver had demonstrated political courage with his 
Magazine (New York: Little, Brown, 1991), 194, although she dates it from "the early 1960s". The memo 
re Mad 53 is from M.A. Jones to Mr. DeLoach dated January 5, 1960. The complete memos and 
correspondence are reproduced in "Alfred E. Neuman: A Marked Man," in The Smoking Gun at 
http://www.thesmokinggun.com/archive/madfbil.shtml (23 April 2005). 
372 Swados, Standing Up for the People, 35,48-9,58,73, 80, 98, 118-9. 
373 Swados, 95; Tuck, McCarthyism and New York's Hearst Press, 103. 
374 Joseph Bruce Gorman. Kefauver: A Political Biography (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1971), 286-287. 
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sole vote against a motion, known as the Humphrey amendment, making membership in 
the Communist Party a felony.375 However, his earlier refusal to sign a Tidelands Oil 
Agreement to please oil magnates had likely cost him the Democratic Vice-Presidential 
nomination in 1952, and his principled refusal to sign the pro-segregationist Southern 
Manifesto had alienated his Southern colleagues.376 
There have been many philosophic explanations given for the inquisitorial 
excesses of the period known as McCarthyism. Michel Foucault has observed that 
"Replacing the adversary of the sovereign, the social enemy was transformed into a 
deviant who brought with him the multiple danger of disorder, crime and madness." 
According to Randell G. Shelden, "In every case the "witch hunt" or the "moral panic" 
takes place during times of great social conflict, change, and upheaval.. .. " Roger Sabin 
noted that the subjects of "moral panics ... typically ... contained social comment and 
were attacked by a wide range of political opinion for a variety ofreasons." 377 Although 
governmental investigations of the comic book industry coincided with the period of 
Senator McCarthy's greatest influence, McCarthyism was almost certainly not the sole 
motive force for, let alone the cause of, those inquiries. On the very day of the Army-
McCarthy hearings that McCarthy's influence all but ceased, the 1954 Kefauver hearings 
also concluded--but the story of the "moral panic" regarding comic books and the steps 
taken to regulate them was far from over. 
375 Caute, The Great Fear, 50;Gorman. Kefauver, 172. Kefauver later voted in favor of a modified 
final version of the bill. 
376 Swados, Standing Up for the People, 70,88, 99-102,110. 
377 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (Allen Lane: London, 1977), 
299-300; Randell G. Shelden, Controlling the Dangerous Classes: A Critical Introduction to the History of 
Criminal Justice (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 2001), 66-67, 238; Roger Sabin, Adult Comics: An 
Introduction, (New York: Routledge, 1993), 264. 
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The government's interest in comic books began in 1950, when Wertham offered 
testimony before The New York State Joint Legislative Committee to Study the 
Publication of Comics, which had been organized in 1949 to assess the connection, if 
any, between comic books and juvenile delinquency in order to devise appropriate 
remedial legislation. In language which echoed Wertham's rhetoric, the Committee's 
report for 1951 concluded: 
The entire industry is remiss in their failure to institute effective measures 
to police and restrain the undesirable minority .... Crime 'comics' are a 
contributing factor leading to juvenile delinquency .... Instead ofreforming their 
bad practices, the publishers of bad crime 'comics' have banded together, 
employed resourceful legal and public relations counsel, so-called 'educators,' 
and experts in a deliberate effort to continue such harmful practices and fight any 
and every effort to arrest or control such practices .... The evidence adduced makes 
some action by the State imperative to protect its children. 378 
Later that year, Estes Kefauver chaired an U.S. Senate Subcommittee on 
"Organized Crime in Interstate Commerce Relative to the Incidence of Juvenile 
Delinquency and the Possible Influence of So-called Crime Comic Books During the 
Five-year Period 1945 to 1950." In neither case did action result. In 1951, Wertham 
offered testimony before a second hearing of The New York State Joint Legislative 
Committee to Study the Publication of Comics. In March 1952 the passage of a state law 
aimed at suppressing the crime comics was vetoed as unconstitutional and as "vague 
censorship" by Governor Tom Dewey. As a result, by 1952 Wertham began his work on 
a book, All Our Innocences, later titled Seduction of the Innocent and published early in 
1954 379 
378 Cited in Geoffrey Schutt, "Prelude to Seduction of the Innocent," Media Sight Magazine 3 
(Fall 1983): 27-28. 
379 Cited in Benton, Crime Comics, 71-79. 
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During the 1950 Senate investigation of organized crime, Kefauver had devised a 
questionnaire, "drawn up with the assistance of psychiatrist Fredric Wertham, who was 
acting as a consultant for the Senate committee." These were sent to juvenile and family 
court judges, as well as "probation officers, court psychiatrists, public officials, social 
workers, comic book publishers, cartoonists, and officers of national organizations" who 
were concerned about comic books as a possible cause of juvenile delinquency. 380 The 
August 1950 survey had asked its respondents to give their opinions as to whether 
juvenile delinquency had increased between 1945 and 1950, what factors led to any 
increase, whether delinquency had grown more violent, and whether reading of crime 
comics correlated with delinquency. Sixty per cent of respondents saw no causal link 
between comic books and juvenile delinquency; nearly seventy percent felt a ban on 
crime comics would have little effect. At that time these inconclusive results did not 
motivate the committee to pursue the matter further. However, the continuing furor over 
comic books, in part generated by the tireless Wertham, eventually led to the 1954 
Kefauver hearings--also known as the Senate Subcommittee to Investigate Juvenile 
Delinquency, which held sessions in New York City from April 21st to 23rd. There were 
twenty-two witnesses called, and thirty-three exhibits produced as evidence. Ostensibly, 
Senator Robert Hendrickson (NY) was the chairman of the comic book hearings, but 
380 According to NARA's Center for Legislative archives, "The records ... ofthe subcommittee 
consist of public and executive hearing transcripts and hearing exhibits; tape recordings of a few hearings; 
correspondence and subject files; completed questionnaires sent to juvenile court judges, probation officers, 
police chiefs, and social workers on a variety of subjects; newspaper clippings; investigative files, some 
containing police and other confidential reports; subcommittee administrative records; and reference files. 
National Archives and Records Administration. Center for Legislative Archives.Chapter 13, screen 6 
"Records of the Committee on the Judiciary, 194 7-68,". http://www.nara.gov/nara/legislative/senate _guide/ 
sgch13f.htrnl (23 April 2005) . 
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"Kefauver was the driving force," and "under his direction, the committee wrote its 
report on the comic book industry, issued in March 1955, and continued its examination 
of violence and sex in the mass media with hearings on film and television." After much 
research, a list of witnesses was called beginning on April 21st. Among these were "a 
number of distributors and retailers who were to testify about the distribution and sale of 
comic books." In his opening statement Senator Hendrickson limited the scope of the 
hearing to crime and horror comic books, avowed that the committee was not proposing 
censorship, and stated the purpose of the hearing was "to determine whether crime and 
horror comic books produced juvenile delinquency." 381 The first witness was Richard 
Clendenen, executive director of the subcommittee, who castigated the amoral 
ruthlessness of the "glamorous" criminals who populated the true-crime comic books 
such as Crime Must Pay the Penalty. 382 He largely relied for his examples upon 
Wertham's recently published Seduction of the Innocent. Four psychiatrists testified; two 
asserted "there was little evidence of harm [to children] caused by [crime] comics." Of 
the two who "took the position that crime comics were harmful," one was Wertham. Of 
the four industry representatives who testified, one was Gaines, "the most outspoken of 
the comic book publishers, and the [one the] media frequently interviewed ... when they 
needed a quote from an industry representative." 383 Wertham, who had previously 
advised Kefauver during the 1950 hearings on juvenile delinquency, was the principal 
381 Nyberg, Seal of Approval, 53-56. 
382 "Among the [archives] are collections of comic books, especially those thought to be 
particularly gruesome, violent, or otherwise provocative in subject matter. These include most of the first 
12 issues of MAD, edited by William F. Gaines, a witness at the 1954 hearings on comic books." National 
Archives and Records Administration, Center for Legislative Archives, ibid. 
383 Nyberg, 56-59. 
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witness to testify on that first day. Much of his testimony "was anecdotal evidence of the 
harm of comic book reading drawn from his book or from articles, with Wertham 
describing how children imitated violence they read about in comic books." He was 
careful to point out, "Now, I don't say, and I have never said, and I don't believe it, that 
the comic-book factor alone makes a child do anything." He concluded that it was the 
normal child who was most at risk from the destructive influence of comic books.384 
On the afternoon of April 21, publisher William Gaines was called, several hours 
late, to testify in defense of the comic book industry.385 Gaines was possibly the least 
likely, and one of the least qualified persons to defend the industry against charges of 
objectionable content. He did so out of a sense of obligation to his father's reputation, 
because he considered his company the best, and because he considered the links between 
comic books and juvenile delinquency to be non-existent and the comic book's critics to 
be out of touch with what American consumers wanted. However well intentioned, 
Gaines's testimony on behalf of the industry won him few friends, either in the industry 
or out of it. He was a man, "joyfully unrepentant," and "almost impertinent," a defender 
"whose childish enthusiasm was a gun pointed at his own foot. "386 He began his 
testimony by declaring that his father had been instrumental in founding the industry, and 
that he had originated horror comics, but before long he struck back at his adversary, Dr. 
Wertham: 
384 Nyberg, 60-61. 
385 The timing was crucial. As the testimony wore on, Gaines's Dexedrine-based prescription diet 
medication began to wear off, and he started to lose focus. Von Bernewitz and Geissman. Tales of Terror!, 
20. 
386 Twitchell, Preposterous Violence, 144. 
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It would be just as difficult to explain the harmless thrill of a horror story 
to a Dr. Wertham as it would be to explain the sublimity of love to a frigid old 
maid ..... Our American children are for the most part normal children. They are 
bright children, but those who want to prohibit comic magazines seem to see 
dirty, sneaky, perverted monsters who use the comics as a blueprint for 
action ..... The truth is that delinquency is the product of the real environment in 
which the child lives and not of the fiction he reads .... The problems are economic 
and social and they are complex. Our people need understanding; they need to 
have affection, decent homes, decent food. 
Throughout the testimony, the committee members seemed intent in forcing 
Gaines to justify the excesses of his publications: 
Chief Counsel Herbert Hannoch: "You think it does [children] good to 
read these things?" 
Gaines: "I don't think it does them a bit of good, but I don't think it does 
them a bit of harm, either." 
Herbert Beaser [Hannoch's assistant]: " .. .Is there any limit you can think 
of that you would not put in a magazine because you thought a child should not 
see or read about it?" 
Gaines: "My only limits are the bounds of good taste, what I consider 
good taste." 
The most notorious exchange of his testimony was reported in Time, 
Newsweek, and The New York Times: 
Estes Kefauver: [referring to the cover of Crime SuspenStories #22, 
rendered by Johnny Craig] This seems to be a man with a bloody ax holding a 
woman's head up which has been severed from her body. Do you think that is in 
good taste? 
Gaines: Yes sir; I do, for the cover of a horror comic. A cover in bad taste, 
for example, might be defined as holding the head a little higher so that the neck 
could be seen dripping blood from it and moving the body over a little further so 
that the neck of the body could be seen to be bloody .... 
Chairman (Senator Robert C. Hendrickson): Here is another one I want to 
show him. 
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Kefauver: This is the July one [Crime SuspenStories #23, art by George 
Evans]. It seems to be a man with a woman in a boat and he is choking her to 
death here with a crowbar. Is that in good taste? 
Gaines: I think so. 
Hannoch: ( despairingly) How could it be worse? 387 
In choosing to testify voluntarily before the Committee, Gaines had taken an enormous 
gamble that his eloquence on behalf of the industry might prove persuasive in its defense. 
If anything, Gaines's faltering testimony appeared to justify the low opinion of industry 
practices which the members of the committee had already formed. 
Commenting on the hearings in 1955, Kefauver stated, "this country cannot afford 
the calculated risk of feeding its children ... a concentrated diet of crime, horror, and 
violence," and declared that he was determined to break the hold of "corporations 
engaged in the publication of comic books ... owned and operated by a relatively small 
group of men and women." Kefauver, influenced by C. Wright Mills' writing on small 
businesses, conceived of the struggle to hold the publishers responsible for their output 
as, not only a crusade against the erosion of family values, but also as a fight against a 
business conspiracy, a fight similar to those which were to occupy the last six years of his 
life and career. 388 
There is no hard evidence that the Code of the Comics Magazine Association of 
America, Inc., "adopted on October 26, 1954 ... [as] the basis for the comic magazine 
industry's program of self-regulation" was designed to put any one publisher out of 
387 Bemewitz and Geissman. Tales of Terror!, 20-24. 
388 Swados, Standing Up for the People, 118-9, 178,180. 
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business; nor is there any proof that its restrictions were specifically directed at EC. 389 
However, a listing of some of its provisions will show that, in a great many particulars, 
its adoption was to mean that Gaines could no longer publish the sorts of stories that 
made his magazines stand out amid a glut of titles on the newsstands. So many of these 
provisions directly affected EC that it is difficult to believe that the other publishers did 
not in some way plan that outcome. 390 
In its "Code for Editorial Matter, General Standards: Part A," the Code stipulated 
in item one that "Crimes shall never be presented in such a way as to create sympathy for 
the criminal, to promote distrust of the forces of law and justice, or to inspire others with 
a desire to imitate criminals." Items two and three stated, "No comics shall explicitly 
present the unique details and methods of a crime," and "Policemen, judges, government 
officials, and respected institutions shall never be presented in such a way as to create 
disrespect for established authority." These items were aimed at comic books in the true-
crime mold, but applied as well to EC titles such as Crime SuspenStories. Furthermore, 
many of EC's tales in Shock Suspenstories dealt specifically with corrupt law 
enforcement officials: fire inspectors who accepted bribes, policemen who were on the 
take, who tortured and murdered suspects, who committed rape, or who murdered their 
389 The full text of the Code is reprinted in Von Bemewitz, Tales of Terror!, 95. 
390 Gaines thought the outcome had been planned; in a 1983 interview he stated, "After the Senate 
Subcommittee hearings .. .I sent a letter to every comics publisher, invited them to a meeting and footed the 
bill for the hall. .. .I tried to convince them that we should form an association and hire the Gluecks of 
Harvard or anybody else we could find who could do some sort of independent, honest research into 
whether comic books were in truth the horrendous things that people said they were .... None of these guys 
wanted to do that, and right away the whole thing was taken away from me, and they turned it into a 
situation where they wrote a Code, and the Code forbade the use of the words horror, terror, or crime .... so 
that would wipe me out. So I didn't join the association." Decker and Groth. "An Interview With William 
M. Gaines," 76, 78. When Gaines finally did attempt to join the CCMA, he was told by rival publisher John 
Goldwater that he was not welcome: "You said some nasty things about the Association. If you want to join 
my association, you're going to have to apologize to me personally." Reportedly, Goldwater was out-voted 
by the other publishers, and presumably the apology was never tendered. Von Bemewitz and Geissman. 
Tales, 94. 
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wives and framed innocent strangers for their deeds. Furthermore, Kurtzman's titles 
consistently undermined authority: Frontline Combat and Two-Fisted Tales showed the 
senseless nature of war, and Mad was specifically concerned with exposing the fallacies 
behind commonly held beliefs. In items four and five, the Code suggested: "If crime is 
depicted it shall be as a sordid and unpleasant activity," and "Criminals shall not be 
presented so as to be rendered glamorous or to occupy a position which creates the desire 
for emulation." EC often presented stories of murders which took place among the 
middle class and wealthy; furthermore, many ofEC's crime stories showed prominent 
men involved in theft, murder, and arson. Item six demanded: "In every instance good 
shall triumph over evil and the criminal punished for his misdeeds." In Shock 
SuspenStories and in Crime SuspenStories, evildoers frequently escaped the 
consequences of their crimes undetected. Item seven stated, "Scenes of excessive 
violence shall be prohibited. Scenes of brutal torture, excessive and unnecessary knife 
and gun play, physical agony, gory and gruesome crime shall be eliminated." This item 
was aimed not only at EC, but its many imitators, yet virtually ensured that EC's three 
horror titles, as well as Crime SuspenStories and Shock SuspenStories, could never meet 
with Code approval. Item eleven specifically ruled that "The letter of the word "crime" 
on a comics magazine shall never be appreciably greater than the other words contained 
in the title. The word 'crime' shall never appear alone on a cover." This was apparently 
aimed at Lev Gleason's Crime Does Not Pay, but also applied to EC's best-selling Crime 
SuspenStories. 
In the code's "General Standards: Part B," item one states" "No comic magazine 
shall use the word 'horror' or 'terror' in its title." One of EC's best-selling titles was The 
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Vault of Horror, and the company had planned to publish a fourth horror title, The Crypt 
ofTerror. 391 Items two and three essentially outlawed all horror comic books: "All scenes 
of horror, excessive bloodshed, gory or gruesome crimes, depravity, lust, sadism, 
masochism shall not be permitted ... All lurid, unsavory, gruesome illustrations shall be 
eliminated," and, "Scenes dealing with, or instruments associated with walking dead, 
torture, vampires and vampirism, ghouls, cannibalism, and werewolfism are prohibited." 
Finally, as the opening statement of its "General Standards: Part C," the Code covered all 
conceivable contingencies by prescribing that "All elements or techniques not 
specifically mentioned herein, but which are contrary to the spirit and intent of the Code, 
and are considered violations of good taste or decency, shall be prohibited." Ultimately, 
EC's Shock SuspenStories and Crime SuspenStories could never be published under the 
following restrictions: Under the heading "Religion," "Ridicule or attack on any religious 
or racial group is never permissible;" under "Marriage and Sex," that "Divorce shall not 
be treated humorously or presented as desirable"; and "Illicit sex relations are neither to 
be hinted at or portrayed .... Seduction and rape shall never be shown or suggested .... 
Respect for parents, the moral code, and for honorable behavior shall be fostered." 
According to EC editor and writer Al Feldstein, certain judges exercised "arbitrary 
censorship ... unreasonable and sometimes idiotic demands for changes and [a] 
prejudiced, aggressive and intolerant attitude," which made him "absolutely miserable," 
and which made it "as difficult as possible for us to continue publishing." 392 
391 It appeared instead as Tales From the Crypt 46, February-March 1955. See Von Bemewitz and 
Geissman, Tales of Terror!, 122. 
392 Rich Kreiner, "The/An Odd Couple," The Comics Journal 257 (December 2003) : 46. 
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In a changing society insecure about the inheritance of culture, transmitted to 
children via adults, many moral arbiters and "experts" looked at the mass medium of the 
comic book--particularly the cynical and satiric output of William Gaines's EC line of 
comic books--as a type of commodity circulating through the wrong hands, teaching the 
wrong lessons, and in danger of influencing the wrong sorts of people, many of whom 
were the children of the less-educated lower classes. 393 The result was a restrictive code 
placed upon such literature which all but banned the EC line, but left unscathed the less 
offensive line of comic books produced by DC Comics and Archie Comics, whose 
publishers were, by comparison, both conservative and unthreatening, as well as men of 
power and influence within the industry. Haut has noted, "If one seeks mass distribution 
and a mass readership, one acknowledges the dominant cultural narrative or suffers the 
consequences." Richard Dorson was more explicit:" ... modem myths resemble tribal 
myths in concentrating on a special people, in establishing utopian visions of a wondrous 
life, and in glorifying larger-than-life heroes .... People denigrate or reject the myths at 
their peril." 394 Viewed in retrospect, Gaines was a man who, had taken on "the job of 
reinventing comics," an art form "on the threshold of adulthood," as the leader of a 
"politically-aware group of wry iconoclasts who relentlessly mocked the status quo--and 
eventually paid a stiff price for their excesses." 395 In response to the Code, Gaines 
established a high-minded but short-lived line of "New Direction" titles, published, 
393 Shelden notes that "the use of 'experts' is one of the five main 'filters' Herman and Chomsky 
use in their 'propaganda model of the news media.' Such filters are used to frame issues in a way that 
distorts reality and serves the interests of the rulers." Shelden, Dangerous Classes, 68. 
394 Haut, Pulp Culture, 3; Richard M. Dorson, "American Cultural Myths," Handbook of 
American Folklore (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1983), 57. 
395 McCloud, Reinventing Comics, 16, 88. 
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initially, without the Code Seal of Approval, and these sold so poorly that he had to 
discontinue them after ten months. After his attempt to evade censorship with a line of 
"Picto-Fiction" magazines, throwbacks to the pulps, his distributor, Leader News, began 
to go under and, by early 1955, he found himself nearly bankrupted by a combination of 
industry enmity, poor business decision-making, and plain bad luck. 396 
396 Joe Simon claimed "The sudden demise of EC Comics had put Leader News in a financial 
crisis and they soon folded their tents." Simon and Simon, Comic Book Makers, 130, 148. As Gaines 
remembered it in 1983, "I decided to ... put out the New Direction stuff. I put out the six first issues, six bi-
monthlies, and they sold 10, 15 percent. You couldn't believe how horrendous the sales were. And I later 
found out that it was because the word was passed by the wholesalers, "Get 'im!" So they got me. As soon 
as I heard this I joined the Association .... You'll notice from the second issue of each title on, I'm an 
association member. So my sales went up from 10 to 20, but it was still disastrous. I kept it up as long as I 
could, and then I dropped all the comics and went into Picto-Fiction .... At this point my national distributor 
went bankrupt, wiped me out, and my mother and I had to put $110,000 fresh money into the business to 
keep Mad going, and everything else was hopeless." Decker and Groth. "An Interview With William M. 
Gaines," 78. The percentage figures Gaines cites must be placed in the context of industry practices. "As 
was the custom, the distributor advanced the publisher twenty-five percent of the total income on a one-
hundred percent sale. This advance was paid when the books were shipped from the printer to local 
wholesalers around the country. We assigned that money to the printer, who would then pay the 
engraver .... Since a comic book would usually sell a minimum of thirty percent, everybody was happy." 
Simon and Simon, Comic Book Makers, 137. This practice was to continue until the advent of"direct 
marketing" in the 1970s, when comic book specialty stores got a substantial discount-up to fifty per cent--
up front but forfeited the right to return unsold issues. 
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CHAPTER IO 
SOCIOLOGICAL AND AESTHETIC DIMENSIONS OF THE CONTROVERSY 
It was only well after the rise of television as a nearly ubiquitous mass medium 
that systematic studies of the effects of media violence began to appear en masse in 
sociological literature of the 1970s. 397 More recent studies have concluded that the 
media may shape and direct aggressive impulses, but that the roots of aggression have a 
great deal to do with childhood traumas experienced during the first two years of life; 
factors which may precede a child's exposure to media of any kind. 398 Solving the 
problem is a matter of applying multi varied public health solutions to what is, in essence, 
a public health problem. 399 During much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the 
question of media violence was perceived almost solely within the context of the social 
control of new media. 400 However, there was at least one other significant factor that 
motivated those who sought to regulate objectionable media: the perceived need to 
uphold aesthetic standards. 
397 See, for instance, F. S. Andison, "TV Violence and Viewer Aggression: A Culmination of 
Study Results," Public Opinion Quarterly 41 (1977): 314-331; R.M. Kaplan and R.D. Singer, 
"Psychological Effects of Television Violence: A Review and Methodological Critique," Journal of Social 
Issues 34 (1976):176-188; R.M. Liebert, J.M. Neale and E.A. Davidson, The Early Window: Effects of 
Television on Children and Youth (Elmsford, NY: Pergamon, 1973); Marie Winn, The Plug-In Drug 
(New York: Viking Press, 1977). 
398One monograph points to "social and psychological imprinting of abuse" within the home 
environment, as well as head injuries "which can cause small lesions at specific sites [in the brain]." See 
Robin Karr-Morse and Meredith S. Wiley, Ghosts From the Nursery: Tracing the Roots of Violence (New 
York: Atlantic Monthly Press, 1997), 161-73. 
399 James W. Potter, The 11 Myths of Media Violence (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 
2003), 213-221. 
400 David E. Newton, Violence in the Media: A Reference Handbook (Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-
CLIO, Inc., 1996), 4-6. 
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Publisher William Randolph Hearst, who was instrumental in the development of 
the syndicated comic strip, maintained that, in a newspaper, "Illustrations embellish a 
page. Illustrations attract the eye and stimulate the imagination of the lower classes and 
materially aid the comprehension of an unaccustomed reader." 401 His comment was 
indicative of a mindset which continues to prevail; that of an equation of text with 
literacy and the middle and upper classes, and of a pictorial sensibility with the lower 
classes. Midway through the twentieth century, critics, in seeking to measure the status of 
artistic productions, also mapped the close relationship of comic books of the 193 8 to 
1950 period to "low" forms of mass media such as the pulps. This is not surprising, for, 
as we have seen, comic books were not only directly influenced by pulp literature, but 
many were produced by former or even current pulp fiction publishers. 402 Due in no 
small part to an February 1949 Harper's essay by Russell Lynes, and a 1953 essay in 
Diogenes by Dwight Macdonald, the mapping of culturally determined aesthetic 
demarcations became quite popular among polemicists of the 1950s.403 Lynes and 
Macdonald devised explicit categories; the former used the categories "highbrow," 
"middlebrow," and "lowbrow," and the latter devised the terms "masscult" and 
"midcult." These writers and others suggested that aesthetic preferences in the United 
401 David Nasaw, The Chief: The Life of William Randolph Hearst, 158; Hearst cited in Diane 
Keaton, ed., Local News: Tabloid Pictures from the Los Angeles Herald-Express 1936-1961 (New York: 
D.A.P./Distributed Arts Publishers, Inc. 1999), [6]. 
402 By the 1940s, only Fiction House and Ziff-Davis published both pulp fiction and comic books. 
Weist, Greatest Comic Books, 117. In 1956, at least one knowledgeable young reader and fanzine writer, 
Larry Stark, also made this connection explicit: "At their best, EC was easily on par with the best pulp 
fiction available." See Ng Suat Tong, "EC Comics and the Chimera of Memory," The Comics Journal 250 
(February 2003): 115. 
403 Russell Lynes, "Highbrow, Lowbrow, Middlebrow." Harper's, February 1949, 99-101, later 
expanded and revised as Russell Lynes, The Tastemakers (New York: Dover Publications, 1980); Dwight 
Macdonald "A Theory of Mass Culture," Diogenes 1 (Summer 1953) : 1-17, later expanded and released as 
Dwight Macdonald, Masscult and Midcult: An Inquiry into American "Popular Culture" and the Role of 
Middlebrows in the Distortion of Cultural Values (New York: Partisan Review/Random House, 1961 ); 
Lawrence W. Levine, Highbrow/Lowbrow: The Emergence of Cultural Hierarchy in America (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1988), 7. 
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States fell into categories which were in a large part determined by social class.404 Comic 
books were regarded as belonging to the lowest category, designated "lowbrow," or 
"masscult. "405 Comic books were regarded as even lower than certain comic strips, which 
had accumulated a prestige that enabled them to escape the cultural ghetto of the comic 
book. Andrew Ross claimed that in the 1950s "highbrow" liberals began to "nostalgically 
patronize lowbrow ... commercial culture" of the 1920s (Krazy Kat, Mickey Mouse) "as a 
means of devaluing middle-class cultural tastes and mores." 406 Pierre Bourdieu has 
suggested another reason that highbrows might profess to draw distinctions among 
popular forms:" ... intellectuals, artists and higher education teachers seem to hesitate 
between systematic refusal of what can only be, at best, a middle-brow art, and a 
selective acceptance which manifests the universality of their culture and aesthetic 
disposition." 407 In part, the greater prestige of the comic strip in the artistic community 
was linked to the much higher pay rate of the successful strip creator, whose work was 
syndicated in hundreds of newspapers, as opposed to the work-for-hire rates paid to the 
404 A preference for "classics," as opposed to genre fiction, is not necessarily an indication of 
higher intelligence. I am confirmed in this conviction by Thomas J. Roberts's persuasive An Aesthetics of 
Junk Fiction . Pierre Bourdieu argues that such preferences are not merely the result of, but are based upon 
class distinctions. See Bourdieu, Distinction; Pierre Bourdieu, The Rules of Art: Genesis and Structure of 
the Literary Field (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1996). Distinction not only makes this argument 
but provides numerous examples and delineates parameters in great detail. For the difficulties inherent in 
making cross-cultural comparisons, also see Daniel Simeoni, "Anglicizing Bourdieu," in Nicholas Brown 
and Irnre Szeman, eds., Pierre Bourdieu: Fieldwork in Culture (New York: Rowman & Littlefield, 1999), 
65-86. 
405 In a chart, "High-brow, Low-Brow, Middle-Brow," Life, April, 11, 1949, 99-101, Lynes 
explicitly places pulp fiction and comic books in the lowbrow camp. In a follow-up interview 34 years 
later, he suggests that supermarket tabloids such as The National Enquirer have taken their place. See 
Russell Lynes, "Highbrow, Lowbrow, Middlebrow." Harper's, February 1949, 19-28; John Brooks, 
"Highbrow, Lowbrow, Middlebrow--Now: An Interview with Russell Lynes," American Heritage 34, no.4 
(June/July 1983): 42-47; Lynes, The Tastemakers; Russell Lynes The Lively Audience: A Social History 
of the Visual and Performing Arts in America, 1890-1950 (New York: Harper & Row, 1985). 
406 Andrew Ross, No Respect: Intellectuals and Popular Culture (New York: Routledge, 1989), 
57. 
407 Bourdieu, Distinction, 60. In this instance he is speaking of the popular song. 
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comic book writer and artist.408 According to the comic strip and comic book artist and 
writer Will Eisner, "[Comic Books] ... were regarded about two stages above 
pornography .... As far as I was concerned, the newspaper cartoonists were the upper 
aristocracy."409 Joe Simon claimed, "Comic book people were always striving to break 
into more respectable media." 410 Jim Steranko, another artist and writer, mentioned that, 
"[T]he three most influential artists in the comics field were not in the [ comic book] 
business at all, but [:from] ... the newspaper comic strip .... Milton Caniff (Terry and the 
Pirates), Hal Foster (Prince Valiant) and Alex Raymond (Flash Gordon)." 411 
One can see that at around the same time as even the previously disregarded 
medium of the comic strip was beginning to be appreciated for its literary qualities, the 
misunderstood attempts of comic book creators to evolve the form into a similarly 
"literary" sphere were being roundly condemned. Comic strips were "lowbrow" in 1900; 
by 1950 some, at least, were acknowledged as artistic productions. In 1950, the comic 
book was still stigmatized as a "lowbrow," disposable entertainment intended for 
children, and the attempts of publishers such as Gilbertson, with his Classics Illustrated, 
as well as Bill Gaines's determination to create a "New Trend" in this field, and to push it 
into the category of "canonized" art utilizing literary devices such as irony and satire and 
social commentary, were resisted and condemned. This tendency accords with Russian 
Formalist Jurij Tynianov's theory that a genre or format which "appears merely 'usual' 
408 "Sadly, from the [comic book] industry's very beginnings, a 'cheap' price was set on the value 
of artistic and editorial labor by the publishers." Weist, Greatest Comic Books, 24. In the early 1940s, 
piece-work rates for the Binder studio were as follows: Roughs [panel layouts], $1.00 per page. Pencil 
Backgrounds, 75 cents per page. Pencil Secondary Figures, $1.00 per page.Pencil Main Figures, $1.00 per 
page. Ink Backgrounds, $1.25 per page. Ink Secondary Figures, $1.00 per page. Ink Main Figures, $1.00 
per page. Lettering, 75 cents per page. By 1948, the maximum cost to produce a page was listed as $11.00, 
for which the studio was paid an average of$17.50. See Steranko, History of Comics 2, 33-4. 
409 Duin and Richardson, Comics Between the Panels, 94. 
410 Simon and Simon. Comic Book Makers, 57. 
411 Steranko, "Ten Comics That Rocked the World," in Weist, Greatest Comic Books, 7. 
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can, at one moment, become a literary fact because of the unusual nature of the 
immediately preceding literary tradition against whose background it is perceived, and 
vice versa." 412 But the time was not right for the comic book to become "dominant" or 
even respectable within the prevailing "literary system." Although the medium had 
achieved some respectability ( and phenomenal sales) during the World War Two period, 
due, at least in part, to its status as a vehicle for nationalistic propaganda, by the early 
1950s the reputation of comic books had suffered, primarily as a result of the criticism 
directed against them, such as the charges that they promoted juvenile delinquency. In 
addition, unlike the comic strip, which was openly read and enjoyed by adults, the comic 
book format was still too new to have established a tradition of excellence, and its 
reputation was still linked to pulp fiction and the 'Tijuana Bible' .413 Furthermore, though 
EC's output was more "literary" than that of other companies, it was not considered 
literature; nor were its values in accord with "the whole national culture." 414 As we shall 
see, EC would eventually play a significant role in the "revolutionary" altering of the 
literary paradigm, but this process was to be a gradual one.415 
In 1965 Jules Peiffer, a noted cartoonist, playwright and screenplay writer, wrote 
one of the first sympathetic and knowledgeable studies of the comic book, The Great 
412 Peter Steiner, Russian Formalism: A Metapoetics (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 
1984), 106,108,109. 
413 Tynianov initially thought that, "An 'influence' can be successful at a time when there are 
literary conditions for it and in the direction indicated by those conditions;" he later speculated that 
"among all the pretenders to dominance in the literary system, the one that converges with the 
developmental tendencies of the overall cultural system becomes the victor." Steiner, 111, 112. It is 
tempting to speculate that among visual media, television, with its (similar) "deformation" of words by 
pictures, usurped the role of the comic book and emerged victorious. (Steiner, 117 .) To be sure, in the 
1950s and 1960s, cultural mandarins who had criticized the comic book were directing similar complaints 
against television: "A vast wasteland"; "chewing gum for the mind"; "electronic Appalachia," etc. 
414 Steiner, 114-5. 
415 Tynianov came to believe that what he called "the literary function" tended to evolve, not 
constantly, but "from epoch to epoch." Steiner, 121-2. 
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Comic Book Heroes. 416 Speaking as a cartoonist, he offered a great many salient points 
about the medium of the comic book story: the similarity of its plot conventions to the 
dynamics of the stories ofradio heroes and villains; the graphic design limitations of the 
comic book story due to the size of the format, and, especially, the constraints placed 
upon the artwork by the employment of second-rate freelance illustrators: "One never 
saw a nose full view. One never saw a full view. They were too hard to draw." But 
Feiffer also defended the medium; for instance, he ridiculed Wertham's allegation of the 
homoerotic subtext of Batman and Robin by stating that the stories were "merely a 
legitimate continuation of that misanthropic maleness that runs, unvaryingly, through 
every branch of American entertainment, high or low: literature, movies, comic books, or 
party jokes." 417 Yet even an apologist such as Feiffer felt compelled to add: 
Comic books ... are junk .... Education is not the purpose of junk ... .Junk is 
there to entertain us on the basest, most compromised of levels. It finds the lowest 
fantasmal common denominator and proceeds from there. Its choice of tone is 
dependent on its choice of audience ... .It is there to be nothing else but liked. Junk 
is the second-class citizen of the arts ... .It has no one's respect to lose; no image to 
endanger. Its values are the least middle class of all the mass media. That is why it 
is needed s0.418 
One can respect the ingenuity of this argument without necessarily agreeing with 
every aspect of it. As was true of its predecessors, the dime novel and pulp fiction, the 
comic book is indeed part of a body of literature that the academic critic and scholar of 
popular literature Thomas J. Roberts has called "junk fiction." 419 Not only their plot lines 
416 Peiffer was well aware of EC; in fact, EC artist Harry Harrison claims that Peiffer pencilled, 
and possibly scripted, at least one or two stories for EC, "The Curse of Harkley Heath" Heath" in Vault of 
Horror 13 (June-July 1950), and "Werewolf!" in Vault of Horror 14 (August-September 1950). Peiffer does 
not recall the latter. See Tales of Terror!, 108. 
417 Jules Peiffer, The Great Comic Book Heroes (New York: Dial Press, 1965), 12, 14, 15, 18, 29, 
30, 43. 
418 Feiffer, Comic Book Heroes, 186. 
419 As distinguished from "canonical" and "serious" fiction. Junk fiction is a sub-set of "plain" 
fiction or "best-seller" fiction, and also encompasses what is known as "genre" fiction. See Roberts, 1-3. 
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but "what the plots are carrying," Roberts labeled as "nets that have been used over the 
centuries ... [which] in each period caught pieces of the life of a dying generation. "420 
However, far from existing solely to entertain on the basest level, this type of ')unk 
fiction" can be said to have its own logic and rationale, not so different from what we call 
serious fiction, in which the readers' interests lie, not in the works of individual authors, 
but in the "dynamic tradition" of the genre, in which they are engaged in "listening to the 
stories talk to one another." 421 Characters are created from role identities, relationships 
and responsibilities, which are "fundamental social realities for urban humanity." One 
must not assume that one can assess such fiction with no experience of it, since "every 
vernacular genre does produce stories that are slightly or deeply unintelligible to the 
newcomer. .. just as there is a skill and lore required to read literature, there is for each 
genre a genre competency ... [for] every story in every popular genre is referring 
deliberately or unconsciously to every other story in that genre ... the reader is not reading 
the text but the genre by means of the text." 422 Critic Matthew Surridge claimed, "[G]enre 
codes are not necessarily impositions placed on a writer. They're an aspect of fiction that 
can be manipulated." 423 
In reading the EC "New Trend" and "New Directions" publications, one can see 
how they were similar to genre fiction but also how they differed from it. Though its 
stories fell into such easily recognizable genres as Gothic, noir, straight horror, science 
fiction, war, or adventure, to name a few, its stories-with-a-twist--particularly the horror 
line--can perhaps best be defined as sardonic. EC comics, with the exception of most of 
420 Roberts, 4, 11, 15, 30. 
421 Ibid., 4, 5, 18. 
422 Roberts, 24, 25, 60, 63. 
423 Matthew Surridge, "Based on a True Story," Comics Review Online, http://www.tcj.com/ 
3_online/b_surridge_092299.html (19 October 2001). 
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their pre-1950, "pre-Trend" attempts at the true crime, western, and romance genres, also 
had a strong element of the genre send-up, what Roberts defined as "clowning": "The 
genres' parodies of itself. ... A genre cannot exist until someone has parodied the patterns 
to which other writers are beginning to adhere .... [D]eliberate clowning ... makes the rule 
governance of a tradition explicit and permits it to face unafraid the criticism of its 
absurdities, that is, of its unconventionalities." 424 EC stories in nearly all categories, 
excepting some science fiction tales and nearly all of the war stories, presented its readers 
with a figurative and sometimes even a literal wink, as if to say, "You and I both know 
that these stories aren't to be taken too seriously-they're little more than extended jokes 
in which the punch line is found in how far your expectations can be subverted." 
According to Mad Magazine artist Frank Jacobs, "[EC] plots were formula, of course, but 
the readers ate it up. Youngsters began sending in plots. One canny youth suggested a 
story in which a man with a mania for sharpening pencils winds up with his head being 
sharpened to a point. 'We can't use it,' Gaines told Feldstein, 'but the kid has the right 
formula--you sharpen the pencils, the pencils sharpen your head.' 425 Adolescent readers 
in particular may have appreciated this EC approach that respected the intelligence of the 
reader while at the same time overturning the genre conventions of more conventional 
fare in an entertaining way. Furthermore, William Gaines, unlike many publishers, made 
attempts to reach out to his readers; he even encouraged the formation of affinity groups 
of like-minded souls by sponsoring letter pages and fan clubs. Letter pages, even in 
comic books, were not invented by Gaines, and the formation of synergistically profitable 
fan clubs was a marketing staple ofradio programs such as "Jack Armstrong," of comic 
strip and radio characters such as "Little Orphan Annie," and of comic strip and cartoon 
characters such as Mickey Mouse. But Gaines allowed his letter pages to act as a reader 
424 On EC's "Pre-Trend" titles, see Tales of Terror!, 97-99; for "clowning," see Roberts, 66. 
425 Jacobs, The MAD World, 1972, 78. 
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forum and not simply as a promotional device, and his fan club made little, if any, profit. 
Gaines seemed to be motivated less by the potential of turning a profit through 
merchandising his brand and more by an impulse to cater to the needs and desires of his 
readers. As a result, the EC line built a small but very loyal fan base. It was almost as 
though a reader's status as an "EC fan-addict" give him entree into an exclusive club of 
people who were more in the know than those who were content with the output of lesser 
publishers.426 A possible explanation for this phenomenon might be found in the work of 
sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, who specifically related affinities in taste to "elective 
affinities" of comradeship and love: 
The social sense is guided by the system of mutually reinforcing and infinitely 
redundant signs of which each body is the bearer--clothing, pronunciation, 
bearing, posture, manners--and which, unconsciously registered, are the basis of 
'antipathies' or 'sympathies'; the seemingly most immediate 'elective affinities' 
are always partly based on the unconscious deciphering of expressive features, 
each of which only takes on its meaning and value within the system of class 
variations. Taste is what brings together things and people that go together .... Love 
is also a way ofloving ones own destiny in someone else and so of feeling loved 
• ' d • [It 1· • ] 427 zn ones own estzny. a 1cs mme. 
In speaking of comic book readers, Roberts claimed that it was likely they also 
read other things and stated, "To show that a culture is unhealthy by citing the 
deficiencies of one popular genre or one successful writer. . .is a [convenient] fiction .... The 
mysteries of taste lie hidden in curious, overlapping patterns of superficially 
contradictory addictions that defy easy explanations." 428 This passage undermines the 
simplistic critique of comic books as mind-rotting trash that ruin children's appreciation 
for higher forms of literature. One senses a strong class bias in all such critiques, and 
426 Critic Robert Warshow comments at length on the EC "fan-addict" phenomenon in his essay 
"Paul, the Horror Comics, and Dr. Wertham," in The Im.mediate Experience, 53-59. 
427 Bourdieu, Distinction, 241-3. 
428 Roberts, 73, 75-6. 
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frequently, such class distinctions are overtly stated alongside of the aesthetic criticisms 
of comic books--that their artwork is horrendous, and their content sub-literate--though 
these charges were seldom true of the EC product. Of all the medium's early critics, only 
Legman and Wertham seem to have essayed any sort of content analysis of comic books, 
and even they made mistakes and errors of judgment indicative of what Roberts called 
the "occasional reader," including, "[a]cademic scholars who assign themselves the task 
of discovering the appeal of some genre and sub genre they do not read themselves." 429 
Roberts significantly referred to genre "allergies," and stated "Sometimes it is useful to 
think of proposals for censorship of this kind or that kind of book as the consequence of 
unadmitted reading allergies." He added, "Those of us with other social origins and 
loyalties feel.. .. [a certain type of] story asks us to give full approval to the preoccupations 
of [ a certain] class ... .It all feels definitely 'tribal,' and some of us are not sure we want to 
join the dance of social communication. Other readers, some of them our friends, feel a 
similar reluctance to participate in the ceremonies shadowed forth by the genres we 
favor." They refuse to see that "Each kind of book is an enrichment for every other kind 
of book." 430 
The inability of critics to understand the underlying rationale of comic book 
genres may constitute a partial explanation for the rationale of the anti-comics crusade. 
Children read comic books for what they were, in their self-contained context as "comic-
book stories," but critics assailed them for what they represented in terms of the larger 
society and its imperatives. Like the superhero comic books, crime and horror comic 
429 Roberts, 81. Examples are numerous. For instance, see Wolcott Gibbs's otherwise incisive 
review of Wertham's Seduction of the Innocent, "Keep Those Paws to Yourself, Space Rat," New Yorker, 
8 May 1954, 134-41, in which he refers to Superman's questionable relationship to his boy companion. 
Clearly he actually means Batman and Robin. 
430 Roberts, 83-4, 99. Regarding 'genre allergies', Warshow's nuanced essay on EC comics, 
previously cited, is a case in point. Disturbed by his son's fascination with EC, he says "I would be happy if 
Senator Kefauver and Dr. Wertham could find a way to make it impossible for Paul to get any comic 
books." See Immediate Experience, 74. 
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books followed simple and predictable plot trajectories. But the crime and horror genre 
reversed the traditional (and largely socially approved) tale of the hero (or superhero) 
overcoming adversity to win his reward. 431 Instead, the tale of the villain or anti-hero 
involved, "A protagonist with a problem in a context in which his efforts to solve the 
problem are a series of revelatory increasing successes which lead up to a precipitating 
event which makes inevitable a failure followed by a punishment." 432 Furthermore, while 
in the exemplary superhero narratives, each hero-protagonist was depicted as an 
individual with a static personality and easily identified characteristics, capable of 
reacting in an inventive fashion in overcoming adversity, the villain-protagonists of these 
stigmatized crime and horror tales were not individuals so much as essentially 
interchangeable enactors, with unpredictable personalities, yet invariably behaving in 
such a way that the trajectories of their rise and falls were ultimately predictable. 433 
Critics may have feared that a child's affinity for these tales of crime and horror would 
warp his sensibility and make him unable to appreciate higher forms of art, but it is clear 
that what they found most objectionable about comic books of the EC variety was their 
cynical, mocking and often subversive tone and their penchant for presenting outright, 
unapologetically, and unmistakably, the undertones of a world of crime and horror which 
too accurately reflected the hidden conditions of an actual world "awash in ambiguity and 
431 See, among others, Lord Raglan, The Hero: A Study in Tradition, Myth, and Drama (New 
York: New American Library, 1979); Joseph Campbell, The Hero With a Thousand Faces, 2nd ed. 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1968); Bettleheim, The Uses of Enchantment, passim; Propp, 
Morphology of the Folktale, 30-35. 
432 Algys Budrys, cited in Roberts, 90. 
433 Steiner claims that Vladimir Propp saw the fairy tale "as a narrative performed by certain 
characters .. .important. .. not [in] their individuality, but their function, that is their 'action defined from the 
point of view of its relevance for the course of action."' See his Russian Formalism, 84. The link of the 
horror stories to the fairy tale is evident; from 1952 to 1954 EC even published a series of 15 send-ups 
designated as "Grim Fairy Tales" in their horror comics, as well as in the first issue of Panic. These are 
listed in Von Bemewitz and Geissman, Tales of Terror!, 225. 
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uncertainty" and unpredictable adversaries. 434 Furthermore, the conventions and 
trajectory of the traditional superhero narrative (mercilessly mocked in Mad and Panic) 
posited a powerful figure acting in the cause of righteousness restoring order to chaos. 
Even the true-crime genre introduced the forces of law and order at their conclusion as a 
sort of deus ex machina to restore order to chaos. The horror genre alone posited a world 
in which the forces of chaos were either left unresolved, or resolved only by still more 
chaos. In an actual world already rendered chaotic by enemies from within and without, 
such pessimistic narratives must have seemed deeply evasive-and such evasion may 
have been perceived (if only subconsciously) as constituting a form of political criticism 
that was regarded as unacceptable. 435 In effect, by promulgating such narratives in a low-
brow medium, EC was, in effect, challenging the conventional values deemed desirable 
by the state. 436 
But to a significant extent, the demise of the EC empire may have resulted from a 
more straightforward clash of political sensibilities. Max Gaines and Bill Gaines were 
educators, and their comic books displayed a didactic streak that was at odds with the 
traditions of the pulp literature from which comic books arose. That pulp tradition, with a 
few exceptions, was largely right-wing in its underlying philosophy and orientation. Via 
Feldstein's ShockSuspenstories and Panic, and in Kurtzman's Two-Fisted Tales, 
Frontline Combat, and Mad, EC revived a crypto-socialist strain of social critique that 
had lain dormant in the genre since about 1941, when the war in Europe united the 
country against a fascist foreign threat, and its Cold War aftermath united the country 
434 Savage, Commies, 51. He is speaking specifically of comic books which deal with the Korean 
War. 
435 I draw here upon the structuralist Marxism of Althusser and Macherly. See Stuart Sim and 
Boris Van Loon, Introducing Critical Theory (Cambridge, UK: Totem Books, 2002), 78-81. 
436 See Ziauddin Sardar and Boris Van Loon, Introducing Cultural Studies (Cambridge, UK: 
Totem Books, 1998), 72-73. 
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against another aggressive communist foreign power. 437 During the early-to-mid 1950s 
EC's products were part of a journalistic tradition of muckraking which critiqued the 
broader society at a time when the preoccupation of opinion-makers was in actively 
expunging such radicalism in the interest of presenting a united front against a foreign 
menace which threatened to subvert the nation from within. A low-brow medium such as 
the comic book, which had few influential defenders, was a relatively easy target for 
suppression, and although EC's use of political ideology was not the sole reason it was 
targeted, it was likely the deciding factor in its ultimate demise. Like the Smothers 
Brothers some fifteen years later, EC's writers were judged to be incompetent to supply 
political commentary regarding issues such as foreign interventionism and domestic 
turmoil.438 Graphic novelist and Sin City creator Frank Miller has stated: "The industry 
tends to wander into making big, stupid mistakes. That's how we instituted censorship in 
the '50s .... The Comics Code never helped anybody who was worth a damn. It was 
nothing but a vicious, cowardly attempt to put the best publisher in comics history out of 
business .... all because a pack oflousy publishers couldn't compete with William M. 
Gaines.439 But this declaration tells only part of the story. Ultimately, the 1954 
congressional inquiries concerning the harmful effects of comic books were more than 
437 Ironically, given the fierce anti-Communist rhetoric of the 1950s, the battle between the social 
critique ofWertham, Legman and McLuhan and the social critique of Gaines, Feldstein and Kurtzman 
appear at this distance to have been a battle between conflicting interpretations of the theory-based 
writings of the Frankfurt School, and its Marxist interpretation of mass culture. The former, academically 
oriented group consciously chose an interpretation of mass culture drawn, at least in part, from the theories 
of Theodor Adorno, which called for close cultural analysis and sociological techniques. The latter, largely 
non-academic group, appears, quite likely inadvertently, to have chosen the road taken by Walter 
Benjamin, who, influenced by Bertolt Brecht, proclaimed, "This is the situation in politics which Fascism is 
rendering aesthetic. Communism responds by politicizing art." See Sim and Van Loon, Introducing 
Critical Theory, 39-41, and Howard Caygill, Alex Coles and Andrzej Klimowski, Introducing Walter 
Benjamin (Cambridge, UK: Totem Books), 120-131, 138. 
438 The story of the controversy surrounding CBS's firing of the Smothers Brothers is remarkably 
similar in several details to the story ofEC's demise. See Robert Metz, CBS: Reflections in a Bloodshot 
Eye (New York: Signet, 1976), 293-305. 
439 Duin and Richardson, Comics Between the Panels, 92, 319-20. 
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the culmination of a series of personal and political vendettas against EC's publisher 
William Gaines: they were part of a broader cultural crusade in which a perceived 
slippage of cultural values was counteracted by an imposition of regulatory strictures. 
However, William Gaines was (we might even say made himself) the biggest target and, 
at least in the short term, was the biggest loser in the competition to survive the 




TWILIGHT OF THE GENRE: NOTES FROM UNDERGROUND 
The EC line of comic books, spanning the years from late 1949 to early 1956, are 
held by many aficionados of comics and comic art as having been unequaled in their 
day.440 They routinely make the top 100 lists of genre specialists, such as those writing in 
The Comics Journal. 441 Their reputation is so high that several revisionist articles have 
been written seeking to de-emphasize their importance. Critic Ng Suat Tong, although 
admitting that with Mad, "EC manages to justify a degree of its reputation," accused 
those who think highly ofEC's output of"Blindness and mule-headedness born of 
nostalgia and a failure to assess the entire history of comics in the light of an adult art 
form .... [Such] critics are possessed of a subconscious inferiority complex that continues 
to elevate shallow juvenilia to the heights of complex, impassioned maturity. They have 
not learned to judge comics by the same standards they adhere to in other art forms." 
An earlier revisionist critic, Tom Devlin, decried the influence of EC yet framed 
his argument in such a way as to acknowledge EC's primacy and continuing influence: 
Don't get me wrong, many of those comics are filled with fine 
illustrations; they just make lousy comics. They're too cinematic, too labored 
looking, too concerned with "capturing the light." I don't see a joyful moment in 
those drawings. They don't move. They don't even particularly look good. And 
lord knows, they sure as hell don't create a world that draws me in. It's a bunch of 
bad, stiff actors standing around awkwardly spouting dopey dialogue .... In all 
kinds of media, people are wowed by technical flash .... [The] medium should [be] 
less concerned with how well something "captures the light" and more concerned 
with how something captures our experience .... 442 
440 Notably Scott McCloud, in Understanding Comics. 
441 See "The Comics Journal's Nominations For The Top 100 Comics Of The Century" at 
http://www.tcj.com/3_online/f_curtain.html (24 April 2005). 
442 Tong, "EC Comics and the Chimera of Memory," 115-122; Tom Devlin, "A Legacy of 
Mediocrity: How the Worship of EC Comics Has Stunted the Growth of Comics for More Than 40 Years," 
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Devlin made several telling points, yet overlooked the fact that it was the anarchic 
nature of an EC title like Mad which made possible the development and continued 
viability, a generation later, of the first comic artists who could be said to have captured 
"our experience." An examination of underground comics from 1967 to 1980 turns up 
numerous references to EC, specifically Mad; artists as diverse as Robert Crumb, S. Clay 
Wilson, Denis Kitchen, Ron Corben, and many others have paid homage to EC in one 
form or another; noteworthy contemporary comic book writers and artists such as Alan 
Moore, Dennis Eichhorn, and Michael Kupperman have also made plain the lasting 
influence of EC upon their work. 443 
Histories of underground comics and general histories of comic books discuss in 
some detail the well-established connection between EC and the underground comics or 
"comix" of the 1960s and 1970s.444 This connection developed in part because of a desire 
on behalf of cartoonists and publishers to revert to the unbridled nature of comic books as 
they were before the days of the Comics Code Authority (CCA). According to Jay Lynch, 
The Comics Journal, at http://www.tcj.com/238/ /e_devlin.html (24 April 2005). Also see Patrick 
Rosenkrantz, Rebel Visions: The Underground Comix Revolution 1963-1975 (Seattle, WA: Fantagraphics, 
2002), 217-8. 
443 See, in particular, "A Man on Fifteen Dead Men's Chests," in chapter five of Moore and 
Gibbons, Watchmen; "Virgin," in Dennis Eichhorn, Real Stuff (Los Angeles: Swifty Morales Press, 2004), 
7; "Bob Dylan in 'House Fulla Murder'" and "Two-Fisted Heavy-Handed Moralizing War Tales" in 
Michael Kupperrnan, Snake 'N' Bacon's Cartoon Cabaret (New York: HarperCollins, 2000), unpaginated. 
444 Among histories of underground comix, see Estren, A History of Underground Comics, 32-42, 
301-309; Steef Davidson, The Penguin Book of Political Comics (London: Penguin, 1982), 18-23, 31; 
Patrick Rosenkrantz and Hugo Van Baren, Artsy Fartsy Funnies (Laren NH, Holland: Paranoia, 1974), 5; 
Rosenkrantz, Rebel Visions, 2002, 8, 130, 143, 163, 174, 182, 217-8, 265; underground comics cartoonist 
and publisher Denis Kitchen's "Foreward" in Dez Skinn, Comix: The Underground Revolution (New 
York: Thunder's Mouth Press, 2004), 6. Among general histories of comic books, see especially Daniels, 
Comix:, 99-100, 129-132, 169, 180, 192; Gary Groth and Robert Fiore, eds., The New Comics: Interviews 
from the Pages of The Comics Journal (New York: Berkley, 1988), 37, 39, 109, 113,137, 142-3, 186; 
Sabin, Adult Comics 37; McCloud, Understanding Comics, 56. Harvey Kurtzman makes this connection 
explicit in his title to chapter five of his own history, "Into the Underground," in From ARRGH to ZAP!: A 
Visual History of Comics (New York: Prentice Hall, 1991), 52-65. The very name "underground" was 
prefigured by the use of the headline "Comics Go Underground" on the cover of Mad 16 (October 
1954).See Mad Cover to Cover: 48 Years, 6 Months and 3 Days of Mad Magazine Covers (New York: 
Watson-Guptill Publications, 2000), 17. 
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underground cartoonist and publisher, "The birth of underground comix occurred because 
a bunch of cartoonists with similar anti-censorship attitudes were in the right place (the 
U.S.) at the right time (1967, when traditional economic restrictions on print had 
temporarily ceased.)" 445 It is clear that one aspect of censorship faced by cartoonists in 
the 1960s was the 1954 Comics Code, as well as legislation in cities such as Los Angeles 
which threatened to put the publishers out of business altogether. 446 According to Patrick 
Rosenkrantz and Hugo Van Baren, "This castration of comics as a free artform was 
largely responsible for the rebirth of the comic medium in underground comics in the 
60's. Many of the u[nder]g[round] cartoonists were kids in the 50's reading EC comics 
and they remember well their heroes were taken away. "447 The comic book industry 
survived, but after Gaines got out of the business it wasn't until over a decade later that 
the comic book form began once more to push the boundaries of acceptability. Not 
surprisingly, many of these underground cartoonists cited Gaines and Kurtzman as 
profound influences on their work. Like Gaines, they refused to work under a restrictive 
code which censored the medium and, in so doing, kept it from achieving, or even 
aspiring to, any real artistic merit in form and content. 
Of course, EC did not perish at the end of 1955. Mad continued to be published as 
a magazine, and, surviving the loss of Harvey Kurtzman, went on to become, not only a 
445 Jay Kennedy, The Official Underground and Newave Comix Price-Guide: Listing Alternative 
Comix in the U.S. and Canada from 1962 to the Present. (Cambridge, MA: Boatner Norton Press, 1982). 
446 Patrick Rosenkrantz and Hugo Van Baren stress Legman's role. According to them, "Wertham 
had a sidekick named Gershon Legman, who often joined the good doctor in public lectures against comics. 
Legman was an expert on pornography, having written several books on the subject, and was happy to 
point out the sexual perversity in comic books. He would show slides of comic covers, like Porky Pig 
getting his ass kicked and point out anal worship; then he'd come up with a few juicy examples of 
flagellation, bondage, mutilation, and all the horrors his mind was quick to spot. He would rant and rave, 
and bang on the podium, shouting about the HORRIBLE, THE VICIOUSNESS, THE TERRIBLE ..... " 
Unfortunately, this anecdote is not backed up by any documentation. See Rosenkrantz and Van Baren Artsy 
Fartsy Funnies, 5. 
447 Ibid. 
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publishing success, but the only American publication of an ostensibly satiric nature to 
survive over 50 years of almost continuous publication. 448 John Benson has credited 
Kurtzman for Mad's initial and ongoing success: 
In the midst of the Cold War fifties, Mad seemed to burst forth full blown 
from nowhere on an unsuspecting comic reading public. Though Mad changed 
and developed over the years, there was an organic unity, a kind of perfection, 
from the start which was undoubtedly due to the fact that editor/writer Harvey 
Kurtzman and his small crew of artists had already developed into a closely 
integrated team on the EC war titles over the previous year-and-a-half. And the 
humorous style of the stories had actually been used earlier by Kurtzman in his 
"Hey Look" (1946-49), "Genius" (1950-51) and particularly "Pot-Shot Pete" 
(1950-51). The final essential ingredient was a publisher who was willing to 
gamble on something as untried and irreverent as Mad, and to carry the title as a 
losing proposition for the first four issues until it found its audience. 449 
448 "Almost" continuous because, between the comic book and magazine, there was a nearly six-
month hiatus. Some critics would take issue at the claim that Mad remained truly satirical for very long 
after Kurtzman departed. In the waspish "Citizen Gaines," published in National Lampoon (October 1972), 
Gaines's final word is reported to be "satire." Feldstein is asked about the meaning of that final word and 
replies, "It doesn't have anything to do with Mad or I'd know about it." The Mad writing staff is asked and 
one of them replies, "Siegel or DeBartolo would know, but they're not here." Kurtzman is depicted as 
remembering that Mad began with his "Declaration of Principle": "l. Mad will not pander to the lowest 
common denominator to sell magazines. 2. Mad will provide first-rate humor. 3. No subject is too sacred 
for Mad. 4. Mad will explode the pretensions of our society until it hurts. 5. Mad will be original, impudent, 
timely, and daring. 6. Mad will not accept advertising nor merchandise shlock." Eventually, Gaines revises 
these credos to read: "l. The lowest common denominator sells magazines. 2. Mad will provide first-rate 
subscription service. 3. Most subjects are too sacred for Mad. 4. Mad will explode the pretensions of our 
society unless it hurts sales. 5. Mad will apparently be original, impudent, timely, and daring. 6. Mad will 
not accept advertising nor merchandise shlock." The following dialogue ensues: "Don't cry, Harv. One 
principle out of six ain't bad." Kurtzman: "But what about humor in a jugular vein?" Gaines: "It'll be 
humor in a juvenile vein." Kurtzman: "What about adult satire?" Gaines: "Huh? ... what does satire have to 
do with anything?" Kurtzman: "That does it! I'm forced to play my ace in the hole. My big trump. I quit!" 
The parody ends with a zeppelin burning in a furnace while Feldstein looks on. On it is written, "USA 
TIRE Company." See John Boni, Sean Kelly, and Henry Beard. "A National Lampoon Parody of Mad." 
National Lampoon, October 1972. Reprinted in National Lampoon Comics 1, no. 7 (1974). 
449 John Benson, notes to Mad 1 as printed in Mad Volume One (West Plains, MO: Russ Cochran, 
1986). For reprints of early, pre-Mad Kurtzman material, see Kurtzman Komix, published by Kitchen Sink 
Enterprises, 1976, as well as Mad 7 and Mad 8, reprinted in Mad Volume Two (West Plains, MO: Russ 
Cochran, 1986), Mad 15, reprinted in Mad Volume Three (West Plains, MO: Russ Cochran, 1987), and 
Mad 18, reprinted in Mad Volume Four (West Plains, Mo: Russ Cochran, 1987). 
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As early as October of 1956, Bhob Stewart wrote of Mad that " .. .its format is a milestone 
of cartooning; it successfully brought about a wedding of cartoon art and humorous 
narrative. "450 
The one genre in which EC undeniably made a lasting impact, satirical humor, 
had never been a popular genre either in comic strips or comic books, although there had 
been short-lived humor-oriented parody titles before EC's 1952 comic book Mad, edited 
by Kurtzman, and its 1954 spin-off Panic, edited by Feldstein. 451 In fact, one factor in 
Mad's early success may have been that initially it had very little in the way of 
competition. 452 There were no other parody titles on the market. The popularity of 'jest 
books' in America dates back to at least the 1680s, and by the 1950s these were still 
popular enough to constitute Mad's principal rivals. 453 Benson cites Dell's 1000 Jokes 
("cartoons and short humor pieces") and Charlie Jones' Laugh Book ("cartoons and gags 
continuing the World War II tradition of digest-size gag humor aimed at servicemen"), as 
well as the revived Ballyhoo, which "avoided specific ad lampoons and mainly reprised 
the 1000 Jokes format." Precedents to Mad can be found, not in comic books, but in 
450 Bhob Stewart, "Mad: Its Comedy and Tragedy," in Hoohah 7, October 1956, reprinted in notes 
to Mad 20, reprinted in Mad Volume Four. 
451 The earliest historical antecedents of these two publications are probably the French humorous 
periodicals of the late 1830s which led to Punch, or The London Charivari (1840). In the United States, 
periodicals such as Puck (1877-1918), and its imitators, notably Judge (1883-1937), and Life (1883-1936), 
dominated the field for decades. See Sloane, American Humor Magazines, xv, xxiv. Sloane provides a 
comprehensive annotated list of the over 400 comic periodicals published in the United Colonies and the 
United States between 1757 and 1952. Many, however, were either short-lived, or only published 
regionally, or both. Also see Americana editor Alexander King's December 1933 Vanity Fair article "The 
Sad Case of the Humorous Magazines," reprinted in Van Nimmen, Lightest Blues, 230-232. 
452 Benson's commentary for Mad 13, (printed in Mad Volume Three, notes that Mad inspired "a 
parody comic craze" which was "very short-lived, running from the latter part of 1953 to late spring 1954." 
453 James D. Hart, The Popular Book: A History of America's Literary Taste (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1963), 15-17. 
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magazines: the barbed social commentary of the political cartoons in the socialist 
monthly The Masses (1912-1919), or the pictorial content of George T. Delacorte's 
phenomenally successful Ballyhoo, founded in August 1931 as a humor magazine which 
specialized in parodies of advertisements, and which, as such, provided a template for 
the Mad Magazine of the middle 1950s and after. 454 With its assortment of characters 
with names like "Elmer Zilch," it also resembles the early issues of Mad and its similar 
preoccupation with the name "Melvin." 455 Significantly, Kurtzman was allegedly an 
avowed fan of Ballyhoo. Compare Ballyhoo's ad parodies such as "Scremo Cigars. Yes! 
Every day we give a yacht away!-or a Follies Girl!" and "Ballyhoo's Directory of 
Schools and Camps" with "Comic Book Ads" in Mad 21 (March, 1955), and Harvey 
Kurtzman and Bill Elder's ad parodies in Mad 22 (April, 1955), such as "Super Ju Jitsu," 
"Learn at Home to Mount Birds," "It's Fun to Earn Raising Hamsters," "Ramrod Military 
Academy," "The Blista-Dome California Zipper," and "'Playing Croquet on the Front 
Lawn,' by Bill Elder, Number One in the series 'Booze Life in America. "' 456 Alexander 
King's short-lived magazine of pictorial satire, Americana (1932-33) also deserves 
mention, not least for its scathing leftist critique of American cultural conventions such as 
454 See William L. O'Neill, ed. Echoes of Revolt: The Masses 1911-1917 (Chicago: Quadrangle 
Books, 1966); Rebecca Zurier, Art for The Masses: A Radical Magazine and its Graphics, 1911-1917 
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1988); Norman Anthony and George T. Delacorte, eds., The Book 
of Ballyhoo; A Selection of Favorite Pictures From a Famous Magazine (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1931). 
455 On the significance of 'Elmer Zilch', see Gershon Legman, No Laughing Matter: The 
Rationale of the Dirty Joke, 759: "Zilch stood in for Morgan, Rockefeller, and all the paid scientists 
producing phoney patent medicines, and real explosives, for them." 
456Goulart, Comic Book Culture, 15; The Book of Ballyhoo, passim. For a history of Ballyhoo, 
see Sloane, American Humor Magazines, 25-28. Kurtzman (and Eider's) ad parodies are reprinted in Mad 
Volume Four. 
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skyscrapers, women's fashions, and venal politicians. 457 As early as the 1920s, American 
humorous periodicals were split between the literary humor of magazines like The New 
Yorker, and mainstays such as the jokey, somewhat old-fashioned humor magazine Life. 
Entertaining illustrated joke collections such as the first and second Joy Book were also 
quite popular. 458 Along the same lines, and of interest as a possible precursor to Mad, in 
the 1920s, Milt Gross came out with several collections of eccentrically illustrated 
poems, narratives, and stories, all written in an inimitable Lower East Side Jewish 
dialect.459 The influence of a distinctively urban form of Jewish humor upon Mad, Panic, 
and other EC publications cannot be over-emphasized. Mad also took some of its 
cynically mocking tone from the often raunchy humorous college publications 
anthologized in magazines such as College Humor, as well as more risque anthology 
collections of jokes and stories popular in the 1920s and 1930s. 460 Like Mad and Panic, 
the latter collections were also occasionally suppressed. In 1933, for instance, Samuel 
457 See Sloane, American Humor Magazines, xxvi, 15-16. Selections from Americana are 
anthologized in Van Nimmen, Lightest Blues, passim. For an example of how Americana may have 
influenced Mad, compare their feature "American Fairy-Tales" with Mad's similar "Scenes We'd Like to 
See." 
458 Hart, The Popular Book, 205; William Thomas Johnson, Bill Johnston's Joy Book (Cincinnati: 
Stewart Kidd Company, 1923); William Thomas Johnston, Bill Johnston's Second Joy Book (New York: 
D.Appleton, 1925). The second of these was illustrated by Fontaine Fox, famous for the comic strip 
"Toonerville Trolley." 
459 As a tour de force, in 1930 Gross even produced a full length (and captionless) graphic novel, 
He Done Her Wrong reprinted in 1983 as Hearts of Gold. Bill Gaines was probably aware of this work, 
since his father Max mentions it in his pamphlet "History". 
46° Kurtzman explicitly cites the subversive humor found in magazines such as College 
Humor as a major influence. See Kurtzman, From ARRGH to ZAP!, 41. For more on these, see 
the entry "College Humor," and George A. Test's essay "College Humor" in Sloane, American 
Humor Magazines, 358, 531-39; for examples, see Richard F. Koppe, William Irvine and John 
Burns, eds. A Treasury of College Humor (New York: William Penn Publishing Corporation, 
1950); Dan Carlinsky, ed., A Century of College Humor: Cartoons, Stories, Poems, Jokes and 
Assorted Foolishness from Over 95 Campus Magazines (New York: Random House, 1971). The 
oldest continually published college humor magazine is The Harvard Lampoon; or, The 
Cambridge Charivari, founded in 1876; in 1970, it spawned Mad's principal competitor, National 
Lampoon, which ceased publication in 1996 but was recently resurrected in an on-line version. 
171 
Roth published a popular compilation of risque jokes, Anecdota Americana; at about that 
time, however, he was prosecuted and fined $100.461 (At least one ofEC's plot twists 
was derived from the punch line of one such joke. )462 In the 1940s, compilations such as 
Esar's Comic Dictionary featured epigrammatic humor similar to the sort which would 
later appear in Mad, while Esquire sigrialed a trend toward a more adult-oriented cartoon 
humor.463 By the early 1950s, hardcover compilations of slightly risque cartoons and 
short humor pieces such as Over Sexteen and More Over Sexteen were widely 
available.464 These were in essence updated (and illustrated) versions of Anecdota 
461 [Samuel Roth, ed.,] Anecdota Americana: Five Hundred Stories for the Amusement of the Five 
Hundred Nations That Comprise America. New York: New York, W. Faro, 1933. According to "A 
Preliminary Checklist Of Samuel Roth's Imprints, 1920-40," "[Samuel] Roth [is] identified as [the] author 
on [the copyright] card ... [d]espite the title, this is not the important collection of American bawdy humor 
published in two "series," in 1927 and 1934, but a different set of anecdotes, without the scatology." See 
http://home.earthlink.net/~jgertzma/booksite/chk2040.htm (30 April 2005). In his sworn affidavit in The 
Chambers/Hiss case, Roth testifies, "On eight or nine occasions during my career as a publisher, both state 
and federal authorities have questioned the decency of the books which I have published and sold, and the 
illustrations which accompanied them. Most of the complaints against me were adjudicated in my favor .... 
I was prosecuted and fined $100 for selling "Anecdota Americana" in New York City in 1933 or 
thereabouts. In 1936, I was prosecuted by the United States government for transmitting obscene matters 
through the United States mails and was sentenced to imprisonment for three years by the United States 
District Court for the Southern District of New York. I served most of this sentence in the federal 
penitentiary at Lewisburg, Pennsylvania." See "The Alger Hiss Story: Search for the Truth" at 
http://www.homepages.nyu.edu/~th15/roth.htrnl (30 April 2005). 
462 The joke is as follows: ""Miss Lallygag," says a young man passionately, "I love you. I want 
you for my wife." "All right," she says, "bring her around. Maybe I can use her." In the EC adaptation, a 
meek older man tells a gold-digger who lives across the hall from him, "Pearl, I want you for my wife." 
After he lures her into his apartment, she discovers that the man actually does want her for his wife--who is 
a vampire. Original joke cited in Gershon Legman, The Rationale of the Dirty Joke, 352; adaptation cited 
in "The Proposal," a story in Tales From the Crypt 44 (October-November 1954), reprinted in Tales From 
the Crypt Volume Five (West Plains, MO: Russ Cochran, 1979). 
463 For example, "The early bird gets the worm-but what can you do with a worm nowadays?" 
See Evan Esar, Esar's Comic Dictionary (New York: Harvest House, 1943), 27. 
464 Over Sexteen (New York: Grayson Publishing Company, 1951); More Over Sexteen (New 
York: Grayson Publishing Company, 1953), the second in "Sexnicolor"-actually meaning largely black 
and white with certain cartoons enhanced by monochrome, and a few printed in full color. 
Americana.465 Benson has also mentioned the "Canadian parody Magazine Foo," as a 
possible precursor to Mad.466 
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But ultimately it was the Mad comic book and the Kurtzman-edited issues of Mad 
Magazine, along with Kurtzman's Trump, Humbug, and Help! , which proved influential 
into the 1960s. Kurtzman himself, in a 1985 interview with John Benson, suggested some 
of the source materials of Mad, as well as the source of Mad' s appeal to the young and 
disaffected: 
Mad was satirical, and satire was not very strong in that period when we 
came into being. Oh, you could find satire if you burrowed, looked real carefully. 
You could see that Jack Benny was satire, and Fred Allen was satire, but it wasn't 
strong satire. It wasn't irreverent sledgehammer satire. That kind of satire didn't 
exist much except in college magazines, where I discovered it for myself. And 
that's what inspired me, when I saw those crazy college magazines .... [I]t was a 
major consciousness-raising moment where suddenly I became aware of a certain 
approach to humor. It had a lot to do with youth. I did the same kind of stuff when 
I drew cartoons in school. It was always satirical. I found out that to make 
somebody really laugh, you drew a cartoon about him, make some joke about 
him, and that was satire. ·And the college magazines would make fun of the 
school, and politics. Irreverent! Hard hitting! Jack Benny would never do 
anything like that, it wasn't his main staple.467 
465 [Roth], Anecdota Americana; according to a bookmark I found in More Over Sexteen, Grayson 
also published a volume they called The New Anecdota Americana, "500 jokes for the smoker and for 
those too timid to enter one .... the most widely used joke book in print. .. [n]ow in its sixth printing." This 
appears to be the same book as the 1933 version. 
466 John Benson, commentary for Mad 13, printed in Mad Volume Three. Debuting with an 
October-November 1951 issue, it continued into 1952 and featured "cartooned and photographed ad 
parodies" (ala the 1930s Ballyhoo), "cartoon features ... photo features and photo-illustrated text pieces," 
and "cartoon covers." However, this description sounds more like Feldstein's Mad Magazine than the first 
23 issues of the Mad comic book which Kurtzman produced and edited for 23 issues, cover-dated from 
October-November 1952 to May 1955. 
467 Interview with Harvey Kurtzman by John Benson, September 7, 1985, in notes for Mad 18, 
printed in Mad Volume Four. 
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But Mad was not the only EC publication influential in the rise of the 
underground comics era, which lasted from roughly 1968 to 1974.468 According to John 
Benson, "The influence of EC on the latter day underground cartoonists is legendary. The 
visceral underground artists were inspired by EC's horror and science fiction, and the 
cerebral ones were inspired by Kurtzman's war comics and Mad, and many of them were 
influenced by both." He quotes S. Clay Wilson, one of the original Zap artists, as 
declaring "In the Americana culture of comics, ECs certainly set the standard, creating a 
golden age. "469 
After leaving Mad, Al Feldstein, who had edited Panic, was given control of the 
magazine and it gradually evolved from a satirical publication to a more innocuously 
parodic one which spoofed trends and fashions. However, to a certain degree, 
Kurtzman's animating spirit of mocking cynicism prevailed and continues to do so over 
fifty years later, even though the magazine is now produced with interior pages in full 
color and accepts advertisements. Kurtzman went on to edit Hefner's Trump (1957, 2 
issues). 470 It was essentially a deluxe version of Mad oriented towards adults and with 
aspirations to high art. It cost fifty cents where Mad cost only a quarter. It failed to sell. It 
may eventually have turned the comer-the comic book Mad didn't show a profit until 
468 According to Jay Kennedy's "Introduction: Comix Not Comics.: "underground" comic books 
or "commix" span the years 1962-1974, while two related categories, Newave comics and "Groundlevel 
comics" originated in 1973 and 1974 respectively. "Newave comics" are undergrounds which are privately 
printed and distributed, "groundlevels" are midway between undergrounds and code-approved comics in 
content.' According to Kennedy, "the years 1968 and 1969 were the fledgling years for underground 
comix." See Kennedy, Price-Guide, 11-15. Since Robert Crumb's Zap originated in 1967 and was printed 
in February of 1968, the same year that "underground comix" began appearing in retail outlets, I am 
adopting that year as the beginning and Kennedy's cut-off date of 1984 as the end of the era, even though, 
as Kennedy notes, some non-countercultural antecedents include Frank Stack's The Adventures of Jesus 
(1962), Vaughn Bode's Das Kampf(1963), Jack Jackson's God Nose (1964) and Joel Beck's Lenny of 
Laredo (1965). Also see Don Donahue, "A View From the Apex," ibid., 31-2. 
469 Notes to Piracy 2, as printed in Piracy (West Plains MO: Russ Cochran, 1988). 
470 Trump has yet to be collected, but for samples see Kurtzman, From ARRGH to ZAP, and 
especially Gary Groth and Greg Sadowski, eds. Will Elder: The Mad Playboy of Art (Seattle, WA: 
Fantagraphics Books, 2003), passim. Also see Harvey, The Art of the Comic Book, 129, 135-6, 138, 140. 
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the fourth issue. But Hugh Hefner was not Bill Gaines. Whereas Gaines could, and was 
willing to, subsidize a losing title with the profits of more successful ones, Hefner didn't 
have that option. Trump was losing too much money and he could not afford to subsidize 
it with the profits from Playboy. Hefner folded the magazine and Kurtzman tried again 
with his own Humbug (1957-8, 11 issues). Humbug's eccentric size, half that of a 
standard magazine, made it difficult to find on the newsstands, and it also failed. Former 
Philadelphia ad-man James Warren had begun publishing Famous Monsters ofFilmland 
in 1957, and, in 1962, the first of a line of black-and-white horror magazines in the EC 
mold (Creepy, Eerie and Vampirella). 471 He also funded Kurzman's Help! (1960-1965, 
26 issues).472 
Although they were not as widely known as Mad, Kurtzman's post-Mad projects 
were some of the other direct antecedents to underground comix. Robert Crumb, the 
founder of Zap and perhaps the single most influential underground cartoonist, cites Mad 
11 from 1954 and Humbug 2 from 1957 as profound influences on his subsequent 
career.473 According to Benson, "Especially significant among early Help! contributors 
are underground cartoonists Jay Lynch, Skip Williamson, Gilbert Shelton and Robert 
Crumb. It was the influence of Mad comics that led these cartoonists to Help!, and it 
could well be said that without the influence of Mad there would have been no 
471 "The Creepy-Boppers." Newsweek, December 14, 1970, 103. 
472 The Humbug Digest, (New York: Ballantine, 1957), is long out of print, but samples from that 
magazine are also available in Groth and Sadowski, ibid., as are samples of some of Kurtzman and Eider's 
work for Help!, though also see Harvey Kurtzman and Will Elder, Goodman Beaver (Princeton, WI: 
Kitchen Sink Press, 1984), as well as the long out-of-print paperback collections Harvey Kurtzman's 
Fast-Acting Help! : A Gold Medal Book From Help! Magazine (Greenwich, CT: Fawcett, 1961), and 
Harvey Kurtzman's Second Help!-ing (Greenwich, CT: Fawcett Publications, 1962). James Warren also 
employed EC alumni during the heyday of his black and white horror comic magazines Creepy (1964), 
Eerie (1965), and Vampirella (1969), as well as for his failed war magazine Blazing Combat (1965). See 
Mike Conroy, Action Heroes, 202-3; Duin and Richardson, Comics Between the Panels, 458-60; Crawford, 
Encyclopedia of Comic Books, 404; Kurtzman and Elder, Goodman Beaver, 8. For representative stories 
(from Creepy 1, Eerie 19, Blazing Combat 2 and Vampirella 9), see Daniels, Comix, 104-118. 
473 In his introduction to Kurtzman Komix, inside front cover, and in Kurtzman, From ARRGH 
to ZAP!, outside back cover. Also see Weist, Greatest Comic Books, 26, 30. 
175 
underground comics." For instance, Crumb's first (privately) printed work, Foo 
(September, October and November 1958), was "highly indebted to both Mad comics and 
Kurtzman's Humbug for both style and content...[and] was the forerunner of Zap 1 
(November 1967), sometimes cited as the first true underground comic." Art Spiegelman 
(Raw, Maus) has stated "I don't think I'd be doing what I am today if it weren't for 
Mad."474 Wendel Alan Pugh (Googiewaumer Comics) claimed, "Harvey Kurtzman's 
effort with Help! and Mad and all those others is one of the keys to the whole 
revolution-we all grew up with Mad as a teacher. ... Everyone working seems to have 
used [Kurtzman's] inspirations as a jumping-off place." Denis Kitchen (Mom's 
Homemade Comics) points out, "I missed the E.C. comics when they were current. I 
guess I was a bit too young to realize they existed. But when I finally did discover them, I 
couldn't find enough to satisfy me ... .I still assiduously seek them out. No one today is 
turning out anything to compare with the stuff Wally Wood, Jack Davis, Will Elder, et al. 
were doing in the early fifties." George Metzger (Moondog) recalled, "I was a big E.C. 
Comics freak ... the E.C. 's blew my mind, mainly the S[cience] F[iction] and Kurtzman's 
great war comics and his Mad .... 475 Gary Arlington, San Francisco Comic Company 
founder, remarked," ... A friend turned me on to The Haunt of Fear. ... From that time, 
E.C.s have always been and will always be my main thing. My dream is for E.C. comics 
to return with the better underground cartoonists: Spain, Wilson, Crumb, Osborne, and 
others." 476 Publisher Ron Turner recalled, "I seemed to remember all those fine old ECs 
474 John Benson, notes to Mad 15, printed in Mad Volume Three. Stories from Crumb's Foo are 
reprinted in Robert Crumb, The Complete Crumb Comics Volume One: The Early Years of Bitter Struggle 
(Westlake Village, CA: Fantagraphics Books, 1987), 1-20. For examples of early work by Williamson, 
Lynch, Crumb and Shelton first published in Help. see Daniels, Comix, 98-100. 
475 Mark James Estren, Underground Comics, 40-2. 
476 Kennedy, Price-Guide, 16-17, 21, 26, 31, 35. 
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I read as a kid .. .I never got into the Marvel or DC-type comics, but those ECs had me by 
the short hairs. Sex, Death, Violence, Horror-now in an underground format."477 
Not only cartoonists but comic book publishers (many of them also cartoonists) 
were influenced by EC Comics, particularly Mad, as well as other Kurtzman post-EC 
projects, including Help!. Publisher and cartoonist Jay Lynch recalls, "In '59 I got 
involved in fanzines-little amateur magazines down by high school kids in different 
cities ... teen[s] who would later become founding fathers of underground commix. My 
clique in 1960 was into Mad-style humor. ... the college humor mag[azine]s of the early 
'60s [were] also an important forum for seminal underground commix innovators." 
Lynch claimed, 
The original guys who started Mad started a whole new school of what I 
think of as insane comic art. It's not merely funny stuff, but it really conveys the 
attitude of anxiety caused by tricks the mind plays on yer perception when yer 
tense. It's hard to put your finger on what these guys got, but I really like their 
stuff, and the stuff that guys like [Will] Eisner and Jack Cole did. They have that 
same insanity about their work. I also like the old Mutt 'n' Jeff-Krazy Kat 
school of comic art. Herriman and Fisher knew how to convey that same insane 
feeling, but they only used it once in a while when the plot called for it. In Mad 
comics it was on every page, in every panel. The core of what I like in comic art 
is Mad comics." 478 
In 1991, Harvey Kurtzman wrote that the aim of Mad was to try "to make the 
truth visible." "Many cartoonists," he claimed, 
followed our example by creating what became known as the underground comic 
books .... They didn't have a comics code, didn't have editors, didn't have bosses. 
477 Kennedy, Price-Guide, 34. In this connection, an 1970 advertisement for Skull number one is 
of interest. The text reads, "Hi kids! Ever wonder what happened to those great old horror commix that 
used to scare the shit out ofya way back in the 50's? Remember? Well, they all disappeared, an' it wasn't 
black magic what done 'em in, either! Those comix are gone! Until now, that is! Things bein' as they are 
these days, a few ofus ol' characters decided it was time to revive the horror comix .. .in keepin' with the 
times, y'understand! ... So here goes-Skull Comix gonna lay it on yer skull ... but ya better buy this fast ( or 
better yet, steal it)-'cause ya never know when they'll have another great comic book cleanup!" 
Reproduced in Daniels, Comix, 192. 
478 Kennedy, Price-Guide, 16-17; Estren, Underground Comics, 41. 
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Their comic books reflected the youth mood of the 1960s, when all things 
traditional were attacked and what had been considered taboo was worshipped .... 
They showed that comics could deal effectively with a whole range of emotions 
and subjects and graphic styles that hardly anyone had thought of exploring in the 
comics form before. 479 
In a 1970 seminar, "Comics and Mass Consciousness," held at Goddard College 
in Plainfield, Vermont, Kurtzman made an even more revealing statement which shows 
in just what way he can be said to have been the father of underground comix. After 
defending himself against charges that he was immoral because he drew a comic strip for 
Playboy, Kurtzman was asked, "Tell us how you draw," and replied, 
Well, believe it or not, my starting point is picking something that I want 
to say. I've heard a lot of talk that our cartoons should be bent and twisted to 
make messages and do political things. I like to do my own secret political things, 
but I think it's the worst environment to work in when you have to conform to any 
kind of rules, messages, regulations-humor dies and art dies when you're 
working inside of restrictions. As a matter of fact, the best art is totally 
unconditional, with the artist's talent and conscience as his own guide, but no 
conditions. 480 
This statement not only sums up the spirit of the 1960s and early 70s, but, 
ultimately, the rationale of the short-lived but ultimately paradigm-altering EC 
publications as well.481 
479 Kurtzman, FromARRGH to ZAP, 48, 59-60, 62. 
480 Estren, Underground Comics. New York: Straight Arrow, 1974., 297-298. Many of the 
themes of Mad, as well as of the counterculture, were explored in Kurtzman and Elder's under-
regarded Little Annie Fanny, which during its 1962-1988 run could not entirely escape the stigma 
of being published in the pages of Hugh Hefner's Playboy. However, Fantagraphics has recently 
published a complete collection of these works in two volumes which reveals Kurtzman's ongoing 
fascination with satirically dissesting cultural trends. See Kurtzman and Elder, Playboy's Little 
Annie Fanny Volume 1 1962-1970 (Milwaukie,OR: Dark Horse Comics, 2000); Volume 2 
1970-1988 (Milwaukie, OR: Dark Horse Comics, 2000). 
481 Incidentally, DC bought out Mad in 1964, and both DC Publications and Mad Magazine, the 
sole remnant of the EC empire, have been subsidiaries of Warner Communications since 1969, of Time 
Warner since 1989, and of AOL Time Warner since 2001. See "Alfred E. Neuman Joining Superman," 
New York Times, June 10, 1964, 3; Riedelbach, Completely MAD, 167; Wright, American Comics 
(Chicago : Contemporary Books, 2000), 209; Catron, "DC Comics Pioneer Jack Liebowitz dies"; "The 
Spawn ofM.C. Gaines," by Ted White, in Lupoff and Thompson, All In Color For a Dime, 31. 
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CHAPTER 12 
THE COMIC BOOK CONTROVERSY: CONCLUSIONS 
In reflecting upon the consequences of a purge conducted against a marginal art 
form which had been pressed into the service of criticizing a society during a time at 
which it was ill-prepared and disinclined to tolerate cultural critiques or satirical barbs, 
one concludes that this seemingly minor cultural flash-point has led to a whole series of 
other developments, from the birth of underground comics, the main propaganda organ of 
the counterculture, to the revival of the horror genre in the late 1960s (which led directly 
to the rise of the "slasher" film). 
It is clear that the prevailing cultural assumptions of the 1950s played a crucial 
role in the rise and fall of the EC empire. Viewed from a historical vantage point, it is 
easy to understand why so-called "sick" humor may have naturally arisen in the 1950s as 
a form of gallows humor. It was a natural reaction to inescapable perceptions of United 
States involvement in a Manichean struggle with both domestic subversion and a 
seemingly endless, ideologically-driven international struggle with a formidable 
totalitarian regime. However, this new form of humor was ill-understood by an older 
generation which had struggled through the travails of the depression and the rigors of 
wartime deprivations. The worst was behind us, they may have reasoned: why this 
cynicism verging on nihilism? But much of the prevailing cynicism of the EC line, far 
from being nihilistic, was a liberal and humanist critique of a society that its writers 
perceived as being based in shallow acquisitiveness and the hypocrisy of authority 
figures. We can conceive in retrospect how such a viewpoint could eventually form a 
natural basis for similar beliefs that arose among members of the counterculture. Put 
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simply, suppressing the EC line of comic books had the unexpected cultural fallout of 
elevating Mad Magazine to the role of a baby boomer Bible. 482 It could even be argued 
that the EC line forever and irreparably altered the capabilities of the comic book. 
Writing about the medium in 1994, media analyst Douglas Rushkoff observed, "Comics 
like these get away with a lot of scathing social commentary, but perhaps their most 
effective forays into the meme wars have been in depicting alternative world-views and 
social behaviors. With surprising and almost frightening consistency, comic-book writers 
fill their stories with a unilaterally progressive countercultural agenda ... [and] promote 
pyschedelic conciousness, environmental awareness, racial equality, feminist values, 
distrust of authority, and conspiratorial paranoia." 483 
What was it about the 1960s that lead to the loosening of standards and the 
comparative weakness of cultural crusaders? Perhaps it was the comparative easing of 
Cold War tensions combined with the proxy war against Communism in Vietnam that led 
to the hedonism of the latter half of the sixties and the early seventies. Furthermore, the 
rise of television as a mass medium may have been instrumental in a gradual but 
sweeping leveling effect upon the rigid demarcation of cultural hierarchies. One might 
speculate that the sixties were a type of counter-reactionary antiphonal response of 
rebellion and liberation in response to a period of reactionary repression and 
conservatism. The EC line, particularly Mad, in its comic book incarnation and, later, as a 
satirical magazine, played a significant role is shaping the cultural outlook of the young. 
482 For more on this topic, see Vemard Eller, The Mad Morality: Or. the Ten Commandments 
Revisited (New York: Signet Books, 1972). 
483 Douglas Rushkoff, Media Virus!: Hidden Agendas in Popular Culture (New York: Ballantine 
Books, 1994), 187-8. 
In the course of my research, I have spoken informally to many adults who were old 
enough to have first encountered Mad in their youth. Not one has ever expressed 
anything other than a fondness for its irreverence. 
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Social trends were mercilessly parodied in the twelve issues of Panic and the 
twenty-three issues of Mad --notably Beatniks, television, the banality of suburban life, 
McCarthyism, Hollywood spectaculars, tabloid newspapers, and the inside gossip of the 
comic strip industry. 484 In considering the "Americana" parodied in Mad and Panic, the 
question arises: What were some of the many prevailing cultural assumptions and why 
did they make such ready-made targets in Mad, as opposed to, say, in the comic strips 
and animated cartoons of the day? It practically goes without saying that Mad would 
satirize the excesses of the ubiquitous television phenomenon; Haut has commented 
upon, "The growing popularity of television and its ability to spectacularize and 
depoliticize events," which made it ripe for parody. 485 But Mad also sought to 
delegitimize such schoolroom classics as "The Night Before Christmas," (parodied in 
Panic), "Casey at the Bat," "The Face on the Bar-room Floor," as well as artists ranging 
from DaVinci and Picasso to Norman Rockwell and Walt Disney.486 In an increasingly 
secularized society, Mad can be viewed, metaphorically, at least, as applying an anti-
clerical impulse to secular objects which were esteemed by the wider culture. 
According to Steiner, Tynianov felt that parody was a "starting point. .. for 
484 Goulart, Comic Book Culture, 143. For instance, in its parodies of the comic strips "Li'l 
Abner" and "Joe Palooka," Panic addressed ongoing feud between cartoonists Al Capp and Ham Fisher 
feud. In the Mad parody of"Pogo," the presence of Disney characters was a knowing nod to Walt Kelly's 
work for Disney as cover artist on the 1940s issues of the best-selling Walt Disney's Comics and Stories. 
485 Haut, Pulp Culture, 70-71. 
486 Mad 11 's cover shows the Mona Lisa holding a copy of Mad; the cover to Mad 22 (April 1955) 
depicts Bill Eider's face inside a Picasso-like painting. See Mad Cover to Cover, 16, 21. 
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a ... theory of literary evolution," and that " 'the dialectical play of devices in parody' 
becomes an important vehicle for change." 487 One might say the same of the predecessor 
to both Mad and to underground comix: the Tijuana Bible. Cartoonist Art Spiegelman 
stated: 
[I]t's useful to look at the Tijuana Bibles as laboratory models of the comic-strip 
format at its most basic .... The Fuck Books were not overtly political but were by their 
nature anti-authoritarian ... a populist way to rebel against the mass media and advertising 
designed to titillate and manipulate, but never satisfy ... .It's difficult to over-estimate how 
central comics were to our mass culture in the days before cathode rays beamed images 
into every home .... Perhaps it's their primal and direct visual appeal that has given them a 
bum rap as a kid's medium and made them so very vulnerable to the censor's wrath .... It's 
precisely this miraculous ability to suspend disbelief and temporarily blur Image and 
Reality that arouses the ire of those puritanical censors of the Left and Right who can 
confuse depictions ofrape with actual rape. It's a profound confusion of categories as 
well as a scrambling of symptom and cause .... Tijuana Bibles ... demean everyone, 
regardless of gender, ethnic origin, or even species. It's what cartoons do best, in 
fact.. .. Depression-Era Man had a hard time adjusting to the threat of the newly liberated 
and recently enfranchised Modem Woman, who had just entered the work force, and 
these comics all show signs of this stress .... [Yet they also] ... portray a buoyant, priapic 
world in which lust overcomes everything, even bad drawing, bad grammar, bad jokes • 
db d ' ' 488 an a pnntmg .... 
In blaming EC comics for contributing to juvenile delinquency, society's moral 
arbiters were essentially blaming the mirror for showing the society how ugly it had 
become. Legman, in 1949, and Fiedler, in 1960, and Feiffer, in 1965, and Spiegelman, in 
1997, all made the same point: that American culture is permeated by an anti-female, 
anti-nurturing, anti-procreative, anti-life mind set which verged very close to the sort of 
totalitarianism which the United States fought against both during World War Two and 
487 Steiner, Russian Formalism, 119-20. 
488 Art Spiegelman. "Those Dirty Little Comics," in Adelman, Tijuana Bibles. Legman goes so 
far as to claim that the eight-pagers, "imported from Cuba and Mexico, published surreptitiously here, since 
the mid-1920's" are "America's only original contribution to the development of the comics," and that the 
comics industry accomplished nothing more than to bring the erotic comic book "from under the counter, 
legal now in its sadism where it had been criminal then in its sex." Legman, Love &Death, 46. 
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throughout the Cold War.489 Marshall McLuhan's first book, The Mechanical Bride, was 
devoted to the thesis that American life had become mechanistic, soullessly commercial, 
and warlike. 490 Patriarchal, violent, destructive and harsh, it eventually grew so repugnant 
to the young people who were reared up under its mantle that they eventually attempted 
to construct a counter-culture. Because that counter-culture was hedonistic and pacifistic 
rather than puritanical and martial, it, too, drew the wrath of moral arbiters. 
But the story of EC's decline and fall also revolved around personalities. Clearly, 
by April of 1954, EC had managed to offend a great many influential people. 491 Rival 
publishers were hoping to see EC fall simply because their horror line in particular had 
brought pressure upon the entire industry to clean house, which meant abandoning, or at 
least watering-down, their own lucrative line of crime and horror titles. 492 In terms of peer 
acceptance and fiscal solvency, matters were not helped by Gaines's self-described 
"publishing by the seat of your pants" style of "freewheeling" improvisation in which he 
and his staff focused less on making money or second-guessing reader reactions and 
instead merely "published things that we liked to publish." 493 
Since Kurtzman was an inveterate researcher, in his case, it is possible to ascribe 
deeper motives to his stories and fictions. Indeed, he was attracted to EC because of its 
initial reputation as an educational line. Kurtzman's guiding philosophy in editing Mad 
was "To draw Americans as ugly and stupid as they really are, and that way they'll never 
489 Legman, Love & Death; Fiedler; Love and Death in the American Novel; Feiffer, The Great 
Comic Book Heroes; Spiegelman. "Those Dirty Little Comics." 
490 Both Legman's Love and Death and McLuhan's The Mechanical Bride were first excerpted in 
Landesman's (later Legman's) serial publication Neurotica. 
491 Diehl, Tales From the Crypt. 93. 
492 Wright, American Comics. 209. During the horror comic book craze, Gaines's friend, novelist 
William Woolfolk had warned him, "If you keep your horror comics going, you're going to bring down the 
whole industry." See Decker and Groth, "WilliamM. Gaines," 64. 
493 Decker and Groth, ibid. 
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recognize it as themselves." 494 Based on a content analysis of Kurtzman's output-- Two-
Fisted Tales, Frontline Combat and Mad-- from 1950-55, the sorts of ugliness which 
fueled Kurtzman's outrage consisted of the crass commercialization of every artistic 
endeavor and of every factor of day life under a self-boosting market economy system 
determined to stifle all dissent and presumably overwhelm any dissidents determined to 
undermine it. He intemperately objected to the idiocy of mass media and its 
propagandizing ofreceived assumptions. In Frontline Combat and Two-Fisted Tales, he 
also criticized the lunacy of war and implicitly condemned the censorship and conformity 
concomitant upon the construction of a National Security state. Although it was not 
brought up at the time, his background as an avowed socialist in the 1930s may have 
provided the ideological basis for his beliefs. 495 Certainly his debunking of historical icons 
such as George Washington in his war titles anticipated that of the social historians of the 
1960s, though possibly growing out of the economic critiques of the Marxist historians of 
the 1930s. Marxist literary theory, though divided into camps, tends to see "the social 
dimension as absolutely indispensible" in the study of literature, and writers as never 
being able to completely escape the system in which they were brought up. Using this 
criterion, Kurtzman's EC output in particular, to borrow a term from Gramsci, was 
"counterhegemonic," and, as such, questioned the prevailing hegemony while never 
wholly escaping its influence. 496 
494 As paraphrased in Legman, No Laughing Matter, 759. 
495 According to Benton, "Through a teacher at [the Cooper Union Art School], Kurtzman learned 
that Louis Ferstadt, a Russian-born muralist and portrait painter, was looking for an assistant to help with 
comic book work he had taken on to pay studio bills. Ferstadt, who drew a comic strip for the American 
Communist newspaper [The Daily Worker], had gotten ajob ... working for Classic Comics .... Kurtzman's 
first job was erasing pencil lines and whiting out smears on Ferstadt's backgrounds for Moby Dick (Classic 
Comics, September 1942)." See Benton, Masters of Imagination, 98-99; and Kim Thompson and Gary 
Groth. "An Interview With the Man Who Brought Truth to the Comics: Harvey Kurtzman," The Comics 
Journal 67 (October 1981): 69. 
496 Hans Bertens, Literary Theory: the Basics (New York: Routledge, 2001), 88, 90. 
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The parting of Gaines and Kurtzman in 1955 was not amicable. They carried on a 
bitter feud via litigation until 1968; by 1972 Gaines divided profits of "Tales From the 
Crypt," the film adaptation of EC horror comics, with both Feldstein and Kurtzman, 
among others. In later years the two men patched up their differences and became 
friendly again.497 Kurtzman and Elder even contributed some pieces to Mad Magazine in 
1985. Aside from the fact that Mad is being published to this day, the legacy of Gaines 
and Feldman may well be that they were a formative influence in the development of 
what was to become known as the counterculture of the 1960s and early 1970s. And the 
splendors and miseries of that historical and cultural period continue to shape both our 
polity and our culture some thirty years later. Phenomena as disparate as the study of 
"media literacy," the rise of "gotcha" politics indulged in by our nation's pundits, and the 
archly knowing asides of television programs such as "The Simpsons," all owe an 
unspoken, but eminently discemable debt to a comic book publishing company which 
hasn't published a comic book since 1955. The EC empire has been largely dismantled, 
but its influence lingers on. 
497 Jacobs, MAD World, 119-127; Decker and Groth. "William M. Gaines"; Thompson and 
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